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Preface 

The rise, development and collapse of the Soviet Union has been one 

of the most dramatic spectacles of the twentieth century. This book 

aims to give a succinct overview of the political events of the period and 

the reasons for them, concentrating especially on the final years of 

glasnost and perestroika in which Mikhail Gorbachev struggled to reform 

the Soviet Communist system, but in the end failed to prevent its 

disintegration. Readers should note that economic statistics have been 

quoted for the political impact their announcement made at the time 

and should not be regarded as necessarily accurate. My thanks are due 

to Mary Dortch, Dr Eric Stenton and John Wallace. 

Geoffrey Ponton 

July 1993 





Prologue: 
A Revolution in the Soviet Union 

Gorbachev’s Achievements 

Anyone contemplating staging a coup d’etat in the Soviet Union in the 

early 1990s would have been wise to take into account the remarkable 

changes in politics and society effected by Mikhail Gorbachev. The 

central government had been much weakened and it was unlikely that 

the republics would ever again submit to control from Moscow. They 

had been developing horizontal contacts with each other, rather than 

vertical ones with the centre. With his policy of glasnost (openness) the 

elected soviets (councils) had become active at every level, often with 

Communists in a minority. There was a free press which, with the 

availability of fax machines, word-processors and photocopiers, could 

not easily be silenced. Glasnost had abolished fear. Once, Soviet citizens 

had been hesitant to state their opinions openly or to speak to for¬ 

eigners. But in the new climate generated by Gorbachev’s reforms they 

did so freely, and many did not hesitate to express themselves to foreign 

correspondents and soldiers even in the first hours of the coup of 19 

August 1991. 

Signs of the Impending Coup 

Gorbachev centred power on himself, with the support of the Congress 

of People’s Deputies (CPD) rather than that of the Communist Party 

of the Soviet Union (CPSU), but his avoidance of popular election 

(unlike Boris Yeltsin, President of the Russian Federation) eroded his 

claim to legitimacy. He had always lacked whole-hearted support in the 

Communist Party’s Politburo, while conservatives remained a signifi¬ 

cant influence in the government and even among his advisers. The old 

system had been condemned, but as yet nothing had replaced it and 

people were suffering. In the autumn of 1990 Gorbachev had been 

forced by conservatives to abandon the radical ‘500-day’ Shatalin 
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economic plan and to appoint conservatives to many key posts. This 

was the beginning of a sustained conservative campaign to stop many 

of the political and economic changes - a campaign which culminated 

in the coup. Conservative provincial party bureaucrats continued to tell 

their local people that the reforms were not working. Soyuz, a strong 

hard-line faction in the Supreme Soviet and CPD consistently attacked 

Gorbachev’s policies, especially the proposed Union Treaty, which 

they saw as breaking up the centralized Soviet state. They demanded 

his resignation. In addition, dramatic changes in foreign and defence 

policy, including arms reductions and the withdrawal from the East 

European states, provoked much discontent among the armed forces 

and conservatives generally. Weaknesses at home were not being com¬ 

pensated for in the traditional way by successes abroad. 

The first public warning of an impending coup came from Eduard 

Shevardnadze during his resignation speech as Foreign Minister in 

December 1990. With hindsight it is possible to interpret various troop 

movements in the months preceding 19 August as preparations and 

practice for a coup. In particular, the army, MVD (Interior Ministry 

troops) and KGB forces had established control points in Moscow in 

connection with the banning of demonstrations there. Various alarmist 

statements had been made over preceding months, the most dramatic 

of which was published on 23 July by the nationalist newspaper 

Sovetskaya Rossiya. Entitled ‘A Word to the People’ and signed by 

prominent figures, including General Gromov, the Deputy Interior 

Minister, and General Valentin Varenikov, Commander of the Ground 

Forces, it called for the salvation of Russia (Crawshaw, 1992, pp. 181- 

3). On 17 June the Prime Minister, Valentin Pavlov, one of the coup 

perpetrators, had attempted to get powers from the Supreme Soviet 

which would have effectively put him and the Cabinet of Ministers, 

rather than Gorbachev, in control of the country. Pavlov was support¬ 

ed by the Defence Minister, Marshal Yazov, the head of the KGB, 

General Kryuchkov, and the Interior Minister, Boris Pugo, all later 

to become members of the coup’s State Emergency Committee. 
Gorbachev firmly quashed this effort. 

The Announcement of the Coup 

The new Union Treaty was due to be signed from 20 August onwards, 

and the conservatives must have felt that they should strike before the 

signing, which they interpreted as the final breakup of the Soviet 

Union. A few days before, Alexander Yakovlev, a leading radical, had 

resigned from the Communist Party and predicted an imminent coup. 

Early on the morning of 19 August broadcast announcements said that 
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the Deputy President, Gennadii Yanaev, was taking over the govern¬ 

ment because of Gorbachev’s hitherto unannounced illness. But it was 

clear from those named as members of the State Emergency Commit¬ 

tee, and by their ‘Appeal to the Soviet People’, that this was a take-over 

by conservatives connected to leading governmental and Party institu¬ 

tions and the military-industrial complex.’ It also came to be sus¬ 

pected that Anatolii Lukyanov, the Chairman of the Supreme Soviet, 

was associated with the coup because he published a criticism of the 

Union Treaty very similar to that of the State Emergency Committee 

shortly after the coup started. One of the coup leaders, the Prime 

Minister, Valentin Pavlov, soon resigned on account of ill health. 

National and Moscow television stations were taken over, and all 

but nine conservative newspapers banned. There were troop and naval 

movements in Russia and the Baltic republics. All communications 

with Gorbachev, on holiday in the Crimea, were cut. The ‘Appeal’ 

declared that Gorbachev’s policies were a failure, the country had 

become ungovernable and was breaking up socially and politically. The 

elected legislatures were castigated as ‘frivolous and clumsy parliamen¬ 

tarians who have set us against each other, and brought forth thousands 

of still-bom laws’ while the coimtry’s leaders were ‘those who fawn on 

foreign patrons and seek advice and blessings across the sea’. They 

promised a new debate on the Union Treaty, a return to law and order, 

economic reform (including private enterprise, price cuts and alloca¬ 

tion of more land for private plots) and the honouring of all interna¬ 

tional agreements (Crawshaw, 1992, pp. 185-6). 

The main protest against the coup came from Yeltsin who, on the 

morning of the coup, read a message from the top of a tank outside the 

Russian parliament building (the ‘White House’) in which he said that 

‘the clouds of terror and dictatorship are gathering over the whole 

country. They must not be allowed to bring eternal night’. He called 

for the restoration of Gorbachev as the legitimate president of the 

country, a general strike, and declared sovereign control over the 

territory of the Russian Federation. Outside Moscow, the Leningrad 

and many other city soviets denounced the coup, as did the leader of 

one of the largest and most significant republics, Nazarbaev of 

Kazakhstan. But President Mutalibov of Azerbaijan welcomed it and 

others (such as Kravchuk of Ukraine) at first sat on the fence. Some 

autonomous republics also welcomed the coup. 

Military control was tightened in Moscow but Yeltsin was not 

arrested and he was soon barricaded in the ‘White House’, gaining an 

increasing number of supporters both inside and out. When the ‘White 

House’ was not stormed on the night of Tuesday, 20 August, it began 

to seem that the coup was not succeeding. Although it appeared that 

the coup leaders had secured control of the main organs of power - the 
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Communist Party, the military and the KGB - it was also known that 

these organizations were not united in opposition to the policies of 

Gorbachev and his government. Many, especially middle- and lower- 

ranking personnel were thought to be supporters of the reformers. The 

army, composed of conscripts from many nationalities, was demoral¬ 

ized by recent events and not trained or willing to maintain law and 

order within the Soviet Union. Nor could the troops of the KGB be 

automatically relied on. The MVD were more united and disciplined 

but not numerous enough to subdue the whole country. Certainly, 

some army units soon expressed their support for Yeltsin’s stand, 

including a unit of the elite airborne division. 

Yeltsin was a highly popular, charismatic figure who had culti¬ 

vated good relations with many in the army and had created his own 

Russian KGB. Moreover, he had legitimacy through being freely 

elected. In Leningrad too, where strong opposition was led by the 

mayor, Anatolii Sobchak, the army and navy were clearly not prepared 

to occupy and blockade the city. Resistance was building up in the 

Baltic republics, Ukraine and elsewhere. In fact, the radicals had done 

something to prepare resistance to a possible coup. Yeltsin had got the 

Russian presidential election brought forward, and the mayors of 

Moscow and Leningrad also ensured that they had electoral legitimacy. 

Yeltsin had appointed security officers who drew up plans to defend the 

‘White House’. Most important, Yeltsin got a Russian section of the 

KGB created with offices inside the Lubyanka, the KGB headquarters. 

During 18-19 July a conference of Russian KGB officers advocated the 

abolition of Communist Party control and the basing of KGB activities 

on legal authority. Thus during the coup there was a struggle for the 

support of the KGB between the coup leaders and the KGB Russian 
section. 

Meanwhile, the army’s Taman division which had, much to their 

surprise, been ordered to the centre of Moscow at the start of the coup, 

decided that they would not fire on civilians and would defend the 

‘White House’ rather than storm it. The coup leaders then turned to 

the KGB’s Alpha antiterrorist group and ordered it to take the build¬ 

ing, They could have succeeded, but with Afghanistan veterans and 

armed police inside and a huge, virtually unarmed, crowd outside, 

serious bloodshed was inevitable. KGB communications officers loyal 

to Yeltsin were intercepting orders to the assault group, and the de¬ 

fence of the ‘White House’ was being adjusted accordingly, especially 

in the underground service tunnels. They also established that the coup 

was instigated by the top leaders only and did not have the active 

participation of the rank and file. In the end, KGB officers, too, refused 

to storm the building. Therefore it was, ironically, middle-ranking 

army and KGB officers who ensured the failure of the coup (BBC, 

1991). Although the expected attack on the ‘White House’ on the night 
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of 20 August did not occur, an army patrol moving away from it 

encountered barricades on the ring road and was ambushed. In the 

ensuing melee three people were killed. The coup was seen to crumble 

on 21 August when troops were given the order to leave Moscow and 

contact was re-established with Gorbachev, who speedily returned to 

the capital.^ 

Mistakes made by the Coup Leaders 

The coup leaders failed to establish their authority - for example, an 

attempt to impose a curfew was ignored - and there was no public 

manifestation of support for them, in contrast to huge demonstrations 

against the coup in Moscow, Leningrad and elsewhere. The failure to 

arrest Yeltsin meant that opponents of the coup could rally around a 

popular and legitimately elected leader. It may be that Yeltsin’s arrest 

was planned, but he escaped to the Russian parliament building before 

it could be accomplished. Some consider that Yeltsin’s arrest would 

have triggered a popular uprising, which the coup leaders wished to 

avoid. They banned the radical press, radio and television but this did 

not prevent emergency issues being printed, and clandestine radio and 

television programmes being broadcast. Links with the West were not 

cut. The coup leaders failed to apply force effectively in the early hours, 

and the army and KGB were unwilling to fight when it became clear 

that there would be vigorous and bloody opposition from the people 

surrounding the ‘White House’. 
The overwhelming mistake was to assume that Gorbachev would 

sign the necessary state of emergency decree (as, indeed, he had often 

threatened to do). When he refused the coup leaders had to improvise. 

Invoking the constitution they made the Deputy President, Gennadii 

Yanaev, his successor, but their declaration of a state of emergency was 

legally very doubtful. It could have been declared by presidential de¬ 

cree and then would be required to be retrospectively approved by the 

soviets of the republics in which it was to be imposed or, failing that, by 

a two-thirds majority of the all-Union Supreme Soviet. But at least 

their concern with legal forms shows how far Soviet politics had devel¬ 

oped towards constitutionality in the Gorbachev period. 

Interpretations of the Coup 

Some saw the failure of the coup as a demonstration that the people of 

the Soviet Union had at last become politically conscious and willing to 

defend their incipient democracy. They explained this by the fact that 

the population was now more sophisticated and better educated, was 
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more aware of what went on in the rest of the world and had learnt a 

great deal from the experience of glasnost since 1985. For those who 

took this view, there could be no going back to the authoritarian past. 

Others argued that the coup was not the end, but merely a stage in the 

conflict between conservatives and radicals. The great majority of 

people in Moscow and elsewhere did not take part in the resistance, but 

went about their ordinary business, sometimes as concerned observers, 

sometimes apathetic, indifferent or cynical. While significant sections 

of the armed forces refused the coup leaders support (for example, the 

army and navy in the Leningrad region) others, such as the Black Sea 

naval command at Sevastopol, did support them. 

For Galeotti (1991) the coup’s failure reflected the polarization 

between two ideologies seeking to fill the vacuum left by the collapse of 

Communism. The first was a conservatism emphasizing discipline and 

order and the need to maintain the Soviet Union intact, linked to a 

nostalgic Russian nationalism and summed up in the slogan ‘national 

salvation’. The alternative ideology saw developments in terms of 

decentralization based on greater grass-roots activism and an unwill¬ 

ingness on the part of the newly assertive decentralized authorities to 

finance services over which they had no control. But this decentraliza¬ 

tion could also be understood as disintegration, with both army and 

KGB facing great difficulty in maintaining their organizational struc¬ 

tures intact. There were divisions in the security forces over whether 

accountability was due to the old, albeit reinvigorated, centralized state 

or to the the new centres of power in the republics. Although there had 

been one or two tests of the security forces’ effectiveness (for example, 

in the Baltic republics) there had been no test of the their unity of 

will - a unity which proved, in the event, to be absent. This, as Lenin 

had pointed out in another context, was a fatal weakness. 

Another view is that the coup was an attempt to maintain 

perestroika (restructuring) but in the context of the old authoritarian 

system which was seen as essential to maintain order and stability. 

Davies (1991) pointed to Gorbachev’s clear original intention to im¬ 

pose reform from above. He saw the hand of the KGB at work in that 

Gorbachev’s rise was assisted by KGB chief and subsequent Party 

General Secretary, Yuri Andropov, himself a reformer. All leading 

Party and state organizations promoted perestroika, while Gorbachev 

kept the organization of the Party intact and retained the general 

secretaryship. Thus, he argued, Gorbachev had been able to place 

supporters of perestroika (but opponents of democratization) in all 

leading positions. There seemed to be a growing recognition in the 

Andropov circle (of whom Gorbachev was one) and the KGB that the 

Cold War policy was counter-productive, that the economy was de¬ 

monstrably inferior to those of the developed West, and that Soviet 

citizens no longer had belief in, or commitment to, the political system. 
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By mid-1991 reform appeared to have failed amid increasing chaos. 

The Cold War had been ended, but with what were seen by con¬ 

servatives as losses for Soviet security and not for the western powers. 

A market economy was not replacing the old command economy and, 

above all, democratization was threatening to break up the Union. 

Moreover, in the spring of 1991 Gorbachev again began to show 

renewed sympathy with the radicals, reaching an agreement with 

Yeltsin and tending to sideline the conservatives. But, in staging a coup 

to save perestroika, Gorbachev’s appointees would certainly have been 

forced to resort to authoritarian methods no longer tolerable in the 

contemporary Soviet Union. 

Among emigres and ‘cold warriors’ in the West it was believed that 

Gorbachev had always been a tool of the KGB, to be used and dis¬ 

carded as necessary, and that the Soviet Union’s military strength 

exceeded that of the United States in spite of arms reduction treaties. 

The abandonment of Marxism-Leninism and the withdrawal from 

Eastern Europe were seen as merely tactical. For these interpreters the 

developments of glasnost and perestroika in the Soviet Union contrib¬ 

uted to the strengthening, rather than weakening, of existing powerful 

interests. Where the vested interests appeared to have suffered a serious 

setback, as in the coup, it was argued that they were always strong 

enough to regroup and try again (Nazarov, 1991). 

Brown (1991) felt that the dangers of a coup could have been 

mitigated if the radicals had given Gorbachev more support, and con¬ 

structive - rather than negative - criticism. He regarded Gorbachev’s 

support for conservatives in the period October 1990 to March 1991 as 

merely tactical, to avoid a coup during the winter. He had been 

presented with a virtual ultimatum by the government, the military- 

industrial complex and the KGB, which forced him into temporary 

retreat, while he himself remained a man of the centre. Still others, like 

Walker (1991) and Thompson (1991), blamed the coup on the failure 

of the West to give adequate backing to Gorbachev. Very few military 

concessions were made by the West in ending the Cold War compared 

to those by the Soviet Union. Gorbachev left the London summit of the 

Group of Seven (major industrial countries) in July 1991 without any 

significant commitment of western investment or technology to dem¬ 

onstrate that defence industries could be converted to civilian use and 

the public appeased by goods on sale in the shops. 

The Coup’s Aftermath 

The failure of the coup provoked a crisis for all major institutions of the 

old regime. The members of the State Emergency Committee were 

arrested, but other leaders of the military, the KGB and the Com- 
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munist Party were all implicated. The Party Politburo failed to con¬ 

demn the coup and nearly all the Cabinet of Ministers supported it. 

Leading figures, such as the Foreign Minister Alexander Bessmertnykh 

and the acting editor of the Party newspaper, Pravda, had remained 

silent. Before the coup, although popular participation in politics had 

manifested itself in the Russian Federation by means of demonstra¬ 

tions, it was only in some of the other republics that ‘people power’ had 

directly influenced events. Now this phenomenon had effectively oc¬ 

curred on the streets of the capital itself, in conditions of physical 

bravery and moral courage. This indicated that, for many, a significant 

shift in political consciousness had taken place which would make any 

return to the authoritarianism of the past virtually impossible. It must 

be emphasized, however, that the immediate cause of the coup’s failure 

was not ‘people power’ but disunity among the military and security 

forces. 

The coup also changed the relationship between Gorbachev and 

Yeltsin. Undoubtedly, Yeltsin’s position was greatly strengthened. 

Gorbachev was the symbol of legality and constitutional legitimacy, but 

Yeltsin emerged as the focus of resistance and the embodiment of 

elected authority. By 23 August, when the coup was over, the radicals, 

led by Yeltsin, were moving to consolidate their victory. Yeltsin issued 

a stream of decrees, many of them transferring control of key institu¬ 

tions from the central government to the Russian Federation. He 

suspended the activities of the Russian Communist Party and was soon 

followed by some other republics. Many officials were sacked, includ¬ 

ing the whole Soviet government, and radicals began to replace them. 

Pravda was suspended together with five other newspapers. The head 

of television and radio, as well as those of the two news agencies, Tass 

and Novosti, were sacked. Gorbachev’s acting replacements for the 

head of the KGB and the defence and interior ministries were imme¬ 

diately replaced by radical nominees approved by Yeltsin. 

At first, Gorbachev did not understand the extent of the political 

transformation which the failed coup had created. He told a news 

conference that the Communist Party still had an important role to 

play. But as a consequence of Yeltsin’s initiatives, Gorbachev changed 

his position completely, the realities of the new situation having been at 

last brought home to him. He resigned from the Party secretaryship, 

suggested that the Central Committee dissolve itself, and issued a 

decree confiscating the Party’s property and handing it over to local 

soviets for the time being. Another decree banned Party activity in the 

armed forces, the KGB and all other law enforcement agencies. On 29 

August the Supreme Soviet suspended the activities of the Communist 

Party throughout the Soviet Union and directed the state prosecutor to 

investigate evidence of ‘the participation of the Communist Party’s 

leading organs in actions aimed at the violent overthrow of the consti¬ 
tutional system’ (Roxburgh, 1991). 
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Western Reaction 

Although there had been talk of a coup for some time the event, when 

it came, took western leaders by surprise. Their first reaction was to 

suspend aid to the Soviet Union. The question of how much financial 

and economic aid should be sent to the post-coup central government 

or to the separate republics - or to both - was a major point of 

discussion among the leading industrial nations. Pressure increased on 

the West to extend material and financial aid without insisting on a new 

political and economic order being fully in place. It was accompanied 

by fears of serious food shortages in the coming winter, and of eco¬ 

nomic chaos in the longer term, leading to prolonged social disorder. 

The West took varying attitudes to the many declarations of independ¬ 

ence by the separate republics. There was a rush to recognize the 

independence of the Baltic republics, but no such hurry in the case of 

Georgia - considered to lack convincing democratic credentials - or 

Armenia, which had no powerful friends. There was concern over how 

far the new governmental authorities would adhere to the Soviet 

Union’s international agreements, especially the arms reduction 

treaties, although rapid reassurance was given on that score. There 

were anxieties over the control of nuclear weapons and whether repub¬ 

lics such as Russia would want to be represented at future arms 

reduction talks. 

The Still-bom Union of Sovereign States 

Many other reforms, especially that of the economy, seemed far more 

feasible in the near future with the collapse of the conservative opposi¬ 

tion. The main question to be dealt with was the setting up of a 

provisional covemment and reaching agreement on a revised treaty 

between the republics to replace the one intended to be signed from 

20 August. Estonia and Latvia declared independence (as Lithuania 

had done long before). All the other republics were to soon do the 

same. Clearly, the fate of the new Union Treaty was crucial. The 

existing version already transferred many powers to the republics and 

weakened the centre. Now the role of the centre looked likely to be 

undermined completely. In a speech before the Supreme Soviet on 

26 August Gorbachev offered full independence to those republics 

which did not wish to sign the treaty and proposed early elections for 

the presidency and a new parliament. But there was a feeling that 

events were overtaking Gorbachev, who was still talking in terms of 

retaining important economic powers at the centre. Meanwhile, the 

two most important republics, Russia and Ukraine, were agreeing to an 

economic and military alliance and calling on other republics to join 

them in a system of inter-republic relations with little or no role for the 

central government. 
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Gorbachev set about trying to establish a governmental structure 

to operate until the new Union Treaty had been signed and fresh 

elections held. In the interim, an Emergency Economic Committee 

was set up, but his attempts to persuade radicals to serve on a new 

Security Council failed. The most dramatic event was the meeting of 

the Congress of People’s Deputies from 2 to 5 September, when 

Gorbachev, supported by leading radicals, cajoled and bullied the 

Congress into voting to abolish the existing constitutional arrange¬ 

ments (in effect, abolishing the Soviet Union) - including its own 

existence - and in their place to set up a ‘Union of Sovereign States’. 

The new government institutions were: a State Council, replacing the 

Security Council, consisting of President Gorbachev and the leaders of 

the republics who agreed to sign the Union Treaty - its function would 

be to deal with foreign and domestic policy; and an Inter-Republican 

Economic Council, replacing the Emergency Economic Committee, to 

manage the economy and promote economic reforms until a new 

constitution was agreed. In place of the Congress of People’s Deputies 

and Supreme Soviet was a Council of Representatives, consisting of 

twenty representatives from each republic. Republics could join a 

political union by signing the Union Treaty with full or associate 

membership, or could leave the Union altogether. All fifteen republics 

would be invited to join an economic union and to sign a collective 

security agreement aiming to maintain a single army and one ‘military- 

strategic space’. It was very obvious that there had been a huge shift of 

power to the republics (Appendix D) (Pringle, 1991). 

These arrangements were to remain in force until a new constitu¬ 

tion was agreed and elections held. Much remained uncertain; for 

example, it was not clear whether the centre retained the power to 

negotiate with foreign powers on behalf of the republics, whether the 

‘Soviet Union’ would retain its seat and veto on the United Nations 

Security Council, or whether the republics would have separate rep¬ 

resentation at the United Nations. It was also not certain how many of 

the old ministries would remain or how funds would be distributed. 

President Nazarbaev of Kazakhstan still argued that the republics 

would have to give up some powers voluntarily to the centre, par¬ 
ticularly those involving economic policy. 

Immediate Problems 

Ironically, the collapse of the coup dramatically speeded up the very 

developments it was intended to halt. The breakup of the Union had 

been accelerated and the dominant role of the Communist Party 

ended, although many questions remained concerning the future of the 

Party’s personnel (many of whom, as experienced officials, would be 
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required to work in the administration of the new governmental struc¬ 
ture) and the whereabouts and disposal of its very considerable assets. 
Although the Communist Party had apparently been destroyed, it was 
still in de facto control in Central Asia and attempting to reorganize 
under other names. The democratic parties were numerous, weak and 
argumentative; they were groups of intellectuals rather than mass 
parties. Yeltsin had as yet no organized basis for his power, no party to 
carry through difficult and unpopular reforms. As for Gorbachev, he 
would, in any circumstances, have difficulty in surviving, especially as 
he also now lacked any power base. The central presidency seemed to 
have no future except as a ceremonial institution, unless serious eco¬ 
nomic and political difficulties eventually drove the republics to seek a 
stronger co-ordinating structure. 

The winter of 1991-2 was always going to be particularly difficult 
because of the poor harvest and falling production. Much depended 
on how far the West was willing and able to extend effective aid. 
Meanwhile, the republics were working to gain maximum advantage 
from the situation. The Baltic states were independent, while attempts 
were being made to establish authoritarian regimes in Central Asia 
and Georgia. There was complex political manoeuvring in republics 
such as Ukraine, with strong drives towards independence competing 
with pressures for close association with Russia. Overall, centrifugal 
forces seemed dominant, and it was difficult to see more than a very 
loose confederation emerging, with some economic and security 
links, institutionally much weaker than, for example, the European 
Community. 

Gorbachev’s Union Disintegrates 

Gorbachev continued trying to get the republics to agree to a new 
treaty, albeit even more confederal than its draft predecessors. In 
interviews and speeches he argued (supported by President Nazarbaev 
of Kazakhstan) that economic and social reform would not succeed 
unless some form of union was preserved. But it was clear that the 
republics were increasingly reluctant to sign a new treaty. Instead, they 
were keen to assert their own independence and, above all, were 
suspicious of any initiative from the discredited centre. In particular, 
the Russian government, led by Yeltsin, moved with growing confi¬ 
dence to undermine Gorbachev’s position. Yeltsin knew that the other 
republics would not do anything significant to support Gorbachev. He 
soon took control of crucial aspects of the central government: the 
official archives and the government communications system. Russian 
officials were transferred to head central government ministries and no 
top appointments were allowed without his approval. Meanwhile fewer 



12 Prologue: A Revolution in the Soviet Union 

and fewer representatives of the republics were turning up to meetings 

of central government institutions. The meeting of the Soviet parlia¬ 

ment was postponed twice and, when it did meet, deputies from only 

seven of the twelve remaining republics attended. 

Russia finally decided to do what it had long threatened: to push 

forward with economic reform without waiting for the agreement (ap¬ 

parently permanently stalled) of the other republics. Such was Russia’s 

relative economic power that the other republics would be forced to fall 

into line. At the same time Russia announced the take-over of the state 

bank and other financial institutions formerly controlled by the centre. 

Russia also bailed out the state bank when the Supreme Soviet - 

lacking a quorum thanks to deliberate Russian absentees - was unable 

to sanction credits necessary to continue the financing of the central 

government. By the end of November Russia had been able to ensure 

the closure of eighty central ministries, simply by refusing to supply 

funds for their financing. 

Yeltsin and others publicly demanded a confederal state (although 

privately preferring complete independence), but Gorbachev insisted 

on a single union to the end. He hoped that seven republics would 

agree and that others would sign later. In the event, on 25 November 

the seven refused even to initial the proposed treaty which would have 

created a ‘Union of Sovereign States’. Although they had tentatively 

accepted the treaty they clearly lacked the political will to sign and 

would agree only to refer the text back to their parliaments for further 

consideration. The reality was that they could not agree on a text to be 

initialled and, in any case, the absence of Ukraine from the talks - 

Gorbachev said that a union without Ukraine was ‘unthinkable’ - 
rendered them virtually meaningless. 

The Ukrainian Vote for Independence 

On 30 November Gorbachev’s remaining financial powers were trans¬ 

ferred to Yeltsin. On the following day an even more significant event 

occurred: Ukraine voted for independence by a large majority. This 

was the event which triggered moves leading to the creation of the new 

Commonwealth of Independent States. Even the army was more and 

more recognizing Russia as the main power, and when the United 

States Secretary of State, James Baker, visited Russia in the middle of 

December the Soviet Defence Minister was among Yeltsin’s advisers at 

the talks. It had become imperative to negotiate an inter-republic 

arrangement which, unlike Gorbachev’s proposals, would be accept¬ 

able to the republics. Gorbachev continued to utter dire warnings 

about the consequences of a breakup of the Union - not least to the 

large numbers living outside their own republics. He offended Ukrain¬ 

ians’ susceptibilities by the scornful way he dismissed their vote on 
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independence as against common sense. He tried to persuade Yeltsin 

to sign the Union Treaty, believing that if Russia signed, others would 

follow. Yeltsin refused, responding to the Ukrainian vote more subtly, 

at first by saying that he could not envisage a union without the 

Ukraine, and then by rapidly recognizing an independent Ukraine and 

suggesting the establishment of a new structure of inter-govemmental 

relations between the republics. He summed up the situation as he saw 

it in a speech to the Belarus parliament: 

Experience has shown that some want to maintain at least the spirit of a 
system which allows for people to be dominated. This is fraught with 
huge losses. These games cannot be played for ever. Everyone is afraid 
of the centre and its rebirth in old forms. (Steele, 1991a) 

Gorbachev believed that Yeltsin used the Ukrainian vote and the crisis 

over the Union budget finally to destroy the Union. But before the 

Ukrainian President Kravchuk had even left for the meeting with 

Yeltsin in Belarus he too was talking of a ‘Commonwealth’. 

The Brest Meeting 

The three Slavic republics - Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, comprising 

70 per cent of the Soviet population - got together on 8 December near 

Brest^ and issued the Minsk Declaration, which declared that the 

Soviet Union no longer existed. Instead there would be a Common¬ 

wealth^ of Independent States which other republics would be able to 

join. They met Presidents Gorbachev and Nazarbaev immediately 

afterwards to put the situation to them. Nazarbaev was clearly angry 

that he, as head of a republic with nuclear weapons, had not been 

invited to the Brest talks. But as a close ally of Gorbachev’s he may 

have been perceived as potentially disruptive. His absence, however, 

did make the agreement look like an exclusively Slavic initiative. Al¬ 

though Gorbachev continued to stress the necessity of the centre to the 

republics, his final efforts were of no avail. He tried to argue that the 

Ukrainian vote did not mean that Ukraine was against a new union but 

Kravchuk made it clear that it did mean just that. He also argued that 

the Slavic republics could not decide the fate of the Union by them¬ 

selves. To this last point, the Minsk signatories said that the Union had 

in reality collapsed before the Brest meeting. Two days after the Minsk 

Declaration the Central Asian republics met in Alma-Ata and agreed to 

join the Commonwealth. By then they had little choice. Even 

Gorbachev’s strongest supporter among the presidents of the republics, 

Nazarbaev of Kazakhstan, now faced realities and deserted him. Only 

Georgia (and the now fully independent Baltic republics) were left 

outside the Commonwealth and even Georgia, although in the throes 
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of an armed struggle, indicated an interest in joining. The Central 

Asian republics insisted on being treated as co-founders with equal 

rights and they also wanted the economic agreement, made shortly 

before the Minsk Declaration, to be implemented. It implied a greater 

degree of common economic policy than that envisaged by the new 

Commonwealth. They also said that they wanted the ‘social and eco¬ 

nomic realities’ of Central Asia to be taken into account, which meant 

economic aid for th^m as the Commonwealth’s poorest members. 

At the end Gorbachev tried to maintain the forms of legality and 

constitutionality, and to express his concern for stability and security at 

home and abroad. A last gesture was to call a meeting of all the army 

commanders of the Soviet Union’s military districts. In the Soviet 

armed forces the Communist Party had underpinned discipline and 

ideological loyalty but it was not now clear who was in charge of the 

military. His speech appears to have been a failure, making generalized 

appeals not to panic as they saw the Union in disarray, for the army not 

to get involved in politics and for reforms to continue. When Yeltsin 

met the military he stuck to basic issues, like salaries and housing; 

Yeltsin now held the purse strings. By 19 December Gorbachev was 

saying, ‘The main work of my life is done’ and that there was no place 

for him in the new Commonwealth. A further meeting of the eleven 

Commonwealth republics took place in Alma-Ata on the weekend of 

21-2 December. It was at this meeting that the Soviet Union and its 

presidency were formally declared no longer to exist. They rejected the 

idea of a Commonwealth citizenship for people living outside their own 

republic since the Commonwealth was not a state. They agreed on the 

inviolability of their present borders and that Russia should occupy the 

Soviet seat at the United Nations, the other republics applying for 

membership separately. But there was still no clear agreement on 
economic reforms. 

Desperately, Gorbachev was still calling for the Minsk Declaration 

to be put to the Soviet parliament, or even to a referendum, but it was 

too late. What remained of the central government was taken over by 

Russia and, a few minutes after Gorbachev made his resignation speech 

on 25 December, control of the former Soviet Union’s nuclear weap¬ 

ons was transferred to Yeltsin as President of the Russian Federation. 

The red hammer and sickle flag of the Soviet Union was lowered from 

the Kremlin to be replaced by the flag of the Russian Federation. The 
Soviet parliament formally dissolved itself a day later. 

Notes 

1 The members of the State Emergency Committee were: Gennadii Yanaev, 

vice-president; Vladimir Kryuchkov, head of the KGB; Dmitrii Yazov, 

Defence Minister; Valentin Pavlov, Prime Minister; Alexander Tizyakov, 
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President of the Association of State Enterprises and Industrial, Construc¬ 

tion, Transport and Communications Facilities; Oleg Baklanov, CPSU 

Secretary responsible for the Defence Industry; Boris Pugo, Interior 

Minister; and Vasilii Starodubtsev, Chairman of the Farmers’ Union. 

Thus some of the very highest officials of the government. Party and 

military-industrial complex were involved. 

2 For a first-hand account of Gorbachev’s imprisonment see Jonathan 

Steele, Guardian, 23 August 1991, pp. 1-3. 

3 Although the Slavic representatives met at Brest, they issued their Decla¬ 

ration from Minsk to avoid comparison with the humiliating peace made 

by the Bolsheviks with the Germans at Brest in 1918, in which large areas 

of Belorussia and Ukraine were ceded. 

4 The Russian word for commonwealth {sodruzhestvo) literally means 

‘friendship association’. It has no Communist overtones and thus is 

very different from soyuz, or ‘union’, a word with strong Communist 
connotations. 
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The Bolshevik Revolution Triumphs 

The Long-term Causes of the Revolution 

The Russian empire was created through expansion and conquest over 

several centuries, spreading outwards from its centre rather than by 

establishing separate colonies overseas. By no means all the colonized 

people regarded themselves as conquered subjects. In areas such as 

Central Asia the Russians were looked to as protectors in an unstable 

and threatened region. In others the Russians might be played off 

against rivals, like the Germans. The ruling Romanov dynasty tried to 

secure the loyalty of local elites by granting them status and privileges 

in return for their maintaining stability in the lands they ruled over. 

This worked quite effectively in many parts. At the centre, the up¬ 

holding of a firm autocracy was seen as essential for keeping the 

disparate empire together. But its weakness was its multitude of 

nationalities embracing varied cultures, religions, languages and aspira¬ 

tions. The seeds of disintegration were ready to germinate should the 

centre ever weaken. The same inherent weakness was present in the 
Soviet Union. 

The tsarist regime experienced increasing economic and social 

trouble for most of the nineteenth century, and much debate took place 

among-the intelligentsia as to the sort of reforms that would be appro¬ 

priate. Previous reforms had not succeeded in modernizing the empire 

or enabling it to keep up with the industrialization of the West. It had 

failed to absorb the new social classes of an industrializing society into 

the government. Much of the dispute over the fumre of Russia centred 

around this very industrializing process: whether it should be pursued 

vigorously or whether Russia should aim at being a reformed, peasant 

society. Echoes of this dispute could still be discerned during discus¬ 

sions on Russia’s future which flourished in the glasnost atmosphere of 

the Gorbachev period. 
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The Revolutionary Mentality 

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, and with the accession of 

a weak tsar, Nicholas II, many believed that the regime was losing 

its grip on power and that revolution rather than reform was necessary 

and ultimately inevitable. Things came to a head with the defeat of 

Russia by Japan in the war of 1904-5 and, from then on, the country 

was in a quasi-revolutionary situation. But it took a major war, the First 

World War, and the consequent chaos, to precipitate the revolution 

proper. At this time an apocalyptic revolutionary mentality was preva¬ 

lent in Russia; a belief that the old order must end and everything 

be created afresh. This utopianism, in its Russian form, was utilitarian, 

judging everything in relation to the goal and rejecting aesthetic and 

individual values. In such a context the idea of revolution was attrac¬ 

tive, giving a straightforward meaning to life, especially after a trau¬ 

matic war. 

After defeat in the Russo-Japanese War and increasing unrest, the 

Tsar reluctantly conceded a constitution and parliament: the Duma. 

Although these concessions were very limited in their effect, the au¬ 

thority of the regime was clearly being undermined. A form of party 

politics developed in which the main parties were the Socialist Revolu¬ 

tionaries (representing the peasants and capable of violence); the 

Constitutional Democratic Party (Cadets, who were liberal-democratic 

and revolutionary only as a last resort); the Octobrists (liberal-demo¬ 

cratic, for constitutional monarchy, and antirevolutionary); the Union 

of the Russian People (extremely right wing, in favor of upholding 

the Orthodox Church, autocracy and Russian nationalism); and the 

Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (RSDRP) (Marxist forerunners 

of the CPSU, led by Lenin and founded in 1898). These parties 

expressed alternatives which were to be a standard of reference 

for many when reform could once again be openly debated in the 
1980s. 

If the tsarist regime was doomed, the question arose: Who would 

seize power and how they would do it? In 1881 terrorists had assassi¬ 

nated Tsar Alexander II (who was introducing moderate reforms) and 

the subsequent repression gave an impetus to Marxists. Marxist groups 

sprang up all over Russia. While the ‘purity’ of their Marxist beliefs 

may not have been perfect, their existence nevertheless proved vital in 

stimulating action throughout the empire when a revolution finally 

occurred. While the Socialist Revolutionaries stressed the development 

of Russia as a peasant community and advocated terrorism as the way 

to create a revolutionary situation, Marxists were convinced that the 

country was inevitably moving in a capitalist direction and saw the class 
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struggle led by the industrialized working class, not the peasantry, as 
the basis of the revolution. 

Lenin 

Lenin, the most outstanding of the Marxist leaders, was converted to 

Marxism in 1889. He was convinced that Russia was already capitalist, 

and that its capitalist nature was epitomized in the large state-spon¬ 

sored industrial factory production units. There had been attempts by 

the Jewish Bund (a confederation of left-wing organizations) to organ¬ 

ize conspiratorial groups into a wider movement, but this resulted in 

greater danger and therefore more secrecy and conspiracy. In the Bund 

there was also an emphasis on practical objectives, such as seeking 

better wages and conditions of work. These objectives were believed to 

be more likely to lead to revolution. Lenin, however, was very much 

opposed to all this. His ideas on how to precipitate a revolution and 

consolidate power were more ideological and looked to worsening 

conditions and a heightening of class struggle as the way forward. 

In What is to be Done?, written in 1902, Lenin argued that, left to 

itself, the proletariat would not develop a revolutionary self-con¬ 

sciousness, but would merely pursue economic aims. Therefore a core 

leadership party was needed to build up class consciousness from the 

outside. It was this vanguard party which was the revolutionary or¬ 

ganization, and it was not a mass workers’ party or a mass movement. 

Many felt that such an argument was a major departure from Marx’s 

own idea that the Party would be the leading section of the working 

class. Lenin, however, saw himself as expanding Marx’s not-very-well- 

developed ideas and as applying himself to the practical situation as he 

found it. At the subsequent Party Congress differences arose between 

two factions, which became known as the Bolsheviks (led by Lenin) 

and the Mensheviks. The Mensheviks believed in a strict adherence to 

Marxist theory with a clearly identified bourgeois revolution preceding 

the socialist one. For the Bolsheviks the proletariat could control and 

speed up the bourgeois revolution and create a situation of permanent 

revolution. They also disagreed on organization: a broad-based trade 

union organization for the Mensheviks and a centralized and disci¬ 

plined Party-based organization for the Bolsheviks. The Mensheviks 

drew most of their support from non-Russians and the skilled working 

class, while the Bolsheviks found support largely among Russians and 

the unskilled working class. 

The Bolsheviks decided to separate themselves from other revolu¬ 

tionaries on the questions of leadership, discipline and their attitude to 

the Duma. Lenin tried to build up a disciplined, elite organization. He 
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did not propagandize or seek recruits among the workers because, for 

him, the immediate enemies were not capitalists or the supporters of 

the Tsar or the Duma, but the rival socialist parties which could 

undermine his support. His central ideas were, first, democratic 

centralism: initiative from the top, then full and free discussion followed 

by absolute obedience to decisions once taken; and second, permanent 

revolution: the continuous pressurizing and harassing of the bourgeoisie 

until their political regime collapsed and the Bolsheviks could take 

over. These same ideas, in a debased and corrupted form, were eventu¬ 

ally to undermine the very political system that the Bolsheviks 

created. 

The Revolutions of 1917 

The outbreak of the First World War finally ended the tsarist regime. 

Huge defections of soldiers from the front and large-scale food riots in 

Petrograd (the capital, formerly called St Petersburg) in February 

1917, which troops refused to suppress, created a massive crisis. The 

autocracy collapsed with the abdication of the Tsar. In a time of 

confusion, following the ‘February Revolution’, there were two poten¬ 

tial governments: the Provisional Government led, from July, by 

Alexander Kerensky, and the Petrograd Soviet, which was much more 

radical and a constant challenge to the Provisional Government. Unof¬ 

ficial soviets (councils of workers and, later, soldiers) had come into 

existence in the years preceding the war. From February to October 

there was an uneasy dual authority. The RSDRP, still divided between 

Bolsheviks and Mensheviks, was usually in a minority, with the So¬ 

cialist Revolutionaries the dominant party. There were disagreements 

in the RSDRP, including a row between Lenin on the one hand, and 

Kamenev and Zinoviev (leading members of the Bolsheviks) on the 

other. The latter believed the Bolsheviks could win enough support 

democratically without the need for a coup. But, for Lenin, violence 

was justified against the evils of compromise. The real majority was that 

of soldiers, sailors and workers. The orthodox Marxist development 

could occur somewhere else (like Germany) and the Russian revolution 

could be consolidated on it. The fundamental point was that the 

revolutionary moment had come and must be grasped, not quibbled 

over. The Bolsheviks emerged as the only group with confidence 

enough to create a viable government. 

The consolidation of the Revolution, as of the Gorbachev reforms 

much later, depended very much on sustaining an efficient food supply 

to urban areas. Rural administration collapsed in 1917 owing to peas¬ 

ant direct action. They turned to traditional village institutions as rural 

society fragmented and each community concentrated on self-preser- 
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vation. There was little sense of class consciousness or of wider social 

group interests among the peasants. There was also not much aware¬ 

ness or understanding of developments in Petrograd, but enough to 

realize that the Provisional Government would not grant their de¬ 

mands. The result was peasant direct action which interrupted the 

urban food supply. In turn, this quickened the radicalization of the 

urban population and, combined with the war weariness of the army, 

weakened the Provisional Government. Lenin emphasized the impor¬ 

tance of the peasants in precipitating and consolidating the Revolution, 

but the significance of their role in events as they unfolded is still 

disputed. 

The Mensheviks in 1917 

The Mensheviks argued that Russia was not ready for a socialist 

revolution in 1917. Since it had not completed the stages of capi¬ 

talist development, its industrial proletariat was too small and disor¬ 

ganized. Menshevik strategy in 1917 as prominent leaders of the 

Petrograd soviet, the trade unions and the three coalition governments 

of May to October, was to stabilize ‘bourgeois’ democracy, while 

organizing the working class for power and responsibility. Their weak¬ 

ness was to fail to respond to the rapidly changing mood on the streets, 

where power now lay. Before July 1917 there had been widespread 

support for the concept of dual power, meaning that the leaders of 

the Petrograd soviet would refirain from entering the ‘bourgeois’ Pro¬ 

visional Government. Fear of counter-revolution, and the widely rec¬ 

ognized need for national unity during the war, enabled the 

Mensheviks in the trade unions to moderate the workers’ demands, 

while the Ministry of Trade and Industry persuaded many employers 

to make concessions to the workers, such as the eight-hour day. This 

was seen as compatible with Menshevik aspirations to reconcile class 

conflict and stabilize democracy. These practical achievements per¬ 

suaded the Mensheviks to abandon ‘dual power’ and enter the Pro¬ 

visional Government in May, contrary to the dictates of their ideology 

and the views of many of their leaders. The workers did not share their 

trust in the bourgeoisie and expected their entry into the government 

to bring more concessions firom employers. As workers’ strikes and 

demands for control of industry increased in May and June employers 

grew more militant, forcing the Mensheviks to abandon most of their 

labour legislation and impose a wages policy. The ideal of class co¬ 

operation was overtaken by the violent class conflicts of the summer, 

which were themselves in part the outcome of the workers’ disappoint¬ 

ment in - and bourgeois fears of - the Menshevik leaders in the 

government. 
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The Bolsheviks in 1917 

The Mensheviks rejected the growing radicalism of the workers, see¬ 

ing it as politically ‘immature’, the result of Bolshevik manipulation. 

But they failed to recognize that they themselves were steadily be¬ 

coming the party of the radical urban intelligentsia divorced from the 

workers (Figes, 1990b, p. 466). Later, from September to November, 

there was a prospect that those in the Socialist Revolutionary Party, 

together with the Mensheviks and Bolsheviks, concerned by the drift 

towards civil war, would form a socialist coalition to halt the process of 

polarization. But the principle of coalition was discredited after the 

Kornilov affair (which involved a Provisional Government general who 

was thought to be attempting a military coup, and who was crushed 

largely by the efforts of the soviets rather than the Provisional Gov¬ 

ernment itself). 

Under the Provisional Government the influence of the soviets 

had grown. They controlled the army, commimications and the streets. 

Lenin saw them as created by the proletariat and thus a more demo¬ 

cratic form of government than liberal democratic bourgeois parlia¬ 

ments could ever be. The St Petersburg soviet, in particular, had an 

importance going beyond the ‘politicized strike committees’ which 

existed elsewhere. It was the prototype for its successor, the Petrograd 

soviet, which became the basis on which Lenin created the Soviet 

government. The early days were chaotic and a small group of socialist 

intellectuals predominated. The decision not to join the Provisional 

Government, for example had been made by a small self-appointed 

‘executive government’. In the end, the Bolsheviks, with a clearer sense 

of priorities and better led by Lenin, ruthlessly overwhelmed all op¬ 

position. The idea of opposition as a negative rather than a positive 
force in government then took root. 

Because of their relatively spontaneous democratic origins, the 

soviets had a legitimacy which was lacking in all other ‘alternative’ 

institutions and was there to be revived when, decades later, the Com¬ 

munist order decayed. Although Lenin made much of the soviets as the 

only possible form of revolutionary government, he was not wholly 

committed to them because, at first, the Bolsheviks were in a minority 

on the Petrograd soviet. But it became more and more clear that real 

power increasingly lay with the Petrograd soviet and not with the 

Provisional Government. It was the popularity that the Bolsheviks 

gained by their key role in defeating Kornilov that finally enabled them 

to get a majority on the Petrograd soviet; Leon Trotsky became its 

chairman. The Bolsheviks could now take over the government. 

Whether Lenin sincerely believed that the soviets were to be the foun- 



The Bolshevik Revolution Triumphs 25 

dation of government, a policy he was forced to abandon in the crisis 

of the civil war, or whether he was never really interested in them and 

simply used them to make the Revolution, is still a matter of debate. 

The Bolsheviks Seize Power 

Lenin had returned to Russia in April (helped by the Germans who 

wished to undermine the Russian contribution to the war), advocating 

the telescoping of the bourgeois and proletarian revolutions. The 

Provisional Government was dithering, taking no firm action and sup¬ 

porting the war. The Bolsheviks believed in getting out of the war, a 

highly popular view and one which enhanced their support, leading 

many to believe that they deserved a chance. In November (October in 

the old calendar)^ the Bolsheviks easily seized Petrograd by armed force 

and had their action legitimized by a Congress of Soviets: the ‘October 

Revolution’ had taken place. Elections were due for a constituent 

assembly to draw up a new constitution to replace the Provisional 

Government, and it was elected in November. The election turned out 

to be a defeat for the Bolsheviks who gained a quarter of the votes (but 

majorities in Petrograd and Moscow), while the Socialist Revolution¬ 

aries had an overall majority. The Bolsheviks refused to accept this 

result and forcibly broke up the Assembly. This ostensibly undemo¬ 

cratic act was justified by Lenin with the argument that the elections 

had been held too soon, before the workers had full power and become 

a strong political force. In addition, he said that the Bolsheviks had a 

majority among the industrial proletariat, which was the majority that 

really mattered. Significantly, there was little resistance to the Bolshe¬ 

vik take-over. At this time, although by no means totally single- 

minded, they were more resolute and better organized than the other 

parties, and had outstanding leaders in Lenin and Trotsky. But the 

Bolsheviks inherited the old problems: inadequate productive capacity, 

social and culmral inequalities, racial and religious prejudice, political 

rivalries and hostile foreign powers. Lenin might not have been so 

determined and resolute if he had not been so deeply influenced by his 

belief in an imminent general Western European insurrection - an 

insurrection which did not happen. 

Lenin and the Party after the Revolution 

In spite of Lenin’s, strongly expressed belief in the soviets and their 

important role in the events of 1917, their influence was short-lived, 

since the Party-government bureaucracy was largely outside their 
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control. The tendency was for Lenin to carry on into the post-revolu¬ 

tionary period the organization and strategy which had succeeded 

before 1917. Society as a whole was still largely sceptical or even hostile 

to the Bolsheviks but they were well equipped to deal with this. Lenin 

had kept them apart from other groups and, from 1918 to 1920, 

gradually eliminated the other parties from government imtil only 

Bolsheviks remained. In 1921, at the Tenth Party Congress the Res¬ 

olution on Unity was passed, which outlawed internal Party dis¬ 

putes. The Congress also insisted that criticism by individuals must 

be communicated to the whole membership, thereby expos¬ 

ing and isolating critics. Consciously or not, the foundations of the 

monolithic Stalinist state were being laid, the state against which 

glasnost and perestroika were to be such a devastating reaction. Initiat¬ 

ive was now solely in the hands of the Party leadership and bureau¬ 

cracy, although imofficial divisions remained. The group called 

‘Left Communists’ opposed centralization of power and the retention 

of features of the pre-revolutionary social and economic order. Fore¬ 

runners of the opposition groups of the 1920s, they were not demo¬ 

crats in the western sense, but rather suspicious of all authority. In 

spite of denials, anarchist influences were also evident among the 

Bolsheviks at this time. Although Lenin moved to a standard Marxist 

position after the Revolution, many of his followers did not. They 

objected to the distribution of the landlords’ estates to the peasants, 

although the need to placate the peasants was essential to the 
regime. 

The main preoccupation of the new state was survival. It was faced 

with civil war, invasion, attempts to achieve independence by some 

of the nationalities and by economic and social collapse. Hence de¬ 

mocracy and liberty were not sacrosanct if they were seen to threaten 

survival - while an effective centralized organization was deemed essen¬ 

tial to ensure that survival. The creation of this centralized organiza¬ 

tion came from above, but such a development was by no means wholly 

opposed from below. Workers often saw democratic liberties as bour¬ 

geois manifestations of inequality: the intelligentsia and profession¬ 

al classes retaining their superiority. So, at first, the suppression of 

liberty was supported as much from below as from above. When 

the two movements joined together they contributed to the plebeian, 

rough, anonymous characteristics of Stalinism. A major priority was 

to decide what to do about the war with Germany. Lenin wanted to 

get out of the war as quickly as possible and was prepared to pay 

a heavy price to do so. The ‘Left Communists’ argued for a revolution¬ 

ary war. They thought that if Germany no longer had to fight a war in 

the East, the defeat of the western allies was very likely. A victorious 

Germany would then turn to eliminating the Communist regime 

in Russia. Thus Communist Russia should pursue a pre-emptive 
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revolutionary war against Germany. But the disintegrating Russian 

army was incapable of either defending the country or of carrying 

out a revolutionary war. Lenin’s decision to get out of the war, 

although desperate and costly, was, from his point of view, the only 
realistic course. 

The Civil War, ‘War Communism^ and 

the New Economic Policy 

The Bolshevik monopoly was consolidated by the Red Army and by the 

secret police (the ‘Cheka’). The latter had been established by Lenin to 

deal with an immediate crisis, but it soon established a power and 

authority of its own. Whether Lenin expected the Cheka to be a 

permanent institution is another matter for debate. Certainly, in the 

confused aftermath of the Revolution, the emergency was real. A major 

civil war raged in many parts, with the Whites, the counter-revolution¬ 

aries, being supported by troops from various foreign powers (includ¬ 

ing Britain and the United States). A number of nationalities were 

struggling to achieve independence and the regime controlled only 

one-seventh of Russian territory. In addition it had great difficulty in 

feeding the urban population. Peasant support was decisive; they 

feared the counter-revolutionary Whites who wanted to reverse many 

of the revolutionary changes and would take away the land the peasants 

had seized. But they soon discovered that the ‘war Communism’ of the 

Bolsheviks meant the forcible confiscation of their grain to feed the 

cities. As a result, the Bolsheviks were simultaneously faced with 

coimter-revolutionaries, peasants’ and workers’ strikes, as well as a 

naval rebellion (ruthlessly crushed) at Kronstadt in favour of more 
democracy. 

In these desperate economic conditions it was not possible to 

instimte a thorough reform of the economic system. Supplying the 

basic need of food to the urban population was essential to the survival 

of the Bolshevik government. To meet the emergency a relaxation of 

authoritarian pressure was necessary. Lenin therefore agreed to the 

reintroduction of a limited market mechanism: the New Economic 

Policy (NEP). Appropriation of food from the peasants was abolished 

and replaced by a tax in kind. These concessions were not a weakening 

of Bolshevik control, however. Rather the Bolsheviks used them to 

consolidate their power and restore order. They kept control of banks, 

heavy industry, foreign trade and transport. Private traders and peas¬ 

ants had no, or diluted, voting power. 

The NEP lasted throughout most of the 1920s and was a period in 

which the political machinations of Stalin and the economic evolution 

of the country were intimately connected. In view of the traumatic 
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events and experiences of the Stalin period, and given the success 

of the NEP in improving the country’s economic position, was the 

price paid for collectivization of agriculture by Stalin from the end 

of the 1920s either justified or even necessary? Lenin appears to have 

seen the NEP as a long-term policy and not one of his ‘successive 

assaults’. An opponent of the ruthlessness of the collectivization of 

agriculture and a leading figure in the NEP was Bukharin. He had been 

an idealistic ‘Left Communist’ in 1918 and a great believer in the 

NEP. Later he was vilified by Stalin and his successors, but was 

rehabilitated by Gorbachev and is seen as a Bolshevik who, unlike most 

of the other leaders, placed essential human considerations above 

abstract principles. Eventually the Bolsheviks had to decide what to 

do in the longer term. The alternatives were to make further con¬ 

cessions to the peasants in return for higher productivity - but this 

meant tolerating capitalism; or reorganization of agriculture to restrict 

peasant consumption, that is, collectivization. The latter alternative 

was adopted. 

Interpretations of the Revolution 

The official Soviet view of the Revolution before glasnost followed 

Marxist orthodoxy in understanding it as an event explained by the 

contradictions of capitalism and the logic of history. The older western 

view was that the Bolshevik victory could be attributed to superior 

discipline in the Bolshevik Party before 1917. Thus the Revolution was 

considered to be either a popular movement or a coup d’etat. More 

recent commentators have recognized that the Bolsheviks had their 

own internal disciplinary problems, but they were able to exploit a si¬ 

tuation in which belief in the need for radical action was gaining more 

and more support in the community generally. The Revolution could 

not have succeeded without a collapse of confidence in the old order 

and the radicalization of public opinion. The lack of a big commercial 

and industrial middle class caused the intelligentsia to throw in their lot 

with the Marxists. The revolutionaries were further helped by the 

creation of embryonic state institutions in the soviets, district commit¬ 

tees, and trade unions. The new institutions fought for control of the 

bureaucratic organization and the parties tried to gain advantage from 

the struggle. The Bolsheviks had gathered much sympathy by promis¬ 

ing to end the war, and were best placed because of the radicalization 

of influential public opinion, even though they did not have nation¬ 

wide support. The institutions had to break completely with the old 

state in order to survive; hence the attraction of the thoroughgoing 

Bolsheviks who were more opposed by the other parties than by the 
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institutions. In fact, the institutions constituted an embryonic state 

without formal legitimacy. On this interpretation the Revolution can be 

understood as a widely-based movement which was given coherence 

and direction by a small group and Lenin’s crucial leadership. 

Glasnost provided much more access to Soviet archives than hith¬ 

erto and thus enabled a fundamental rethinking of the Revolution and 

its significance. Richard Pipes (1990) has come in for criticism because 

of his consistently hostile view of the Revolution and of the role of 

Lenin and the Bolsheviks. He sees Russian Communism as having its 

roots in the tsarist state where the two main obstacles to ending the 

tsarist empire were the peasantry, ghettoized and without respect for 

law and property and lacking a wider vision, and the intelligentsia, who 

were without roots in society, being excluded from legislation and 

administration. Society was thus polarized. But others argue that the 

centre was weakening. Although the Tsar was supported by the mili¬ 

tary, the other pillar of support - the Orthodox Church - had been 

turned into a department of state, was enfeebled and a source of 

discontent. Many of Russia’s revolutionaries were former seminarists. 

Without a strong Church the peasants were in no condition to cope 

with an urban crisis perpetrated by secular revolutionaries. This on¬ 

going discussion points to the conclusion that the Revolution was 

partly a product of the history of Russia, and of the attitudes and 

thinking of the Russians, but also of many other forces (Hosking, 1991, 
pp. 3-4). 

Revolutionaries and liberal democrats were profoundly divided by 

ideological differences over the meaning of revolution and democracy. 

It was Lenin’s ability to establish a pragmatic but effective link between 

ideology and the existing reality in which they found themselves that 

enabled the Bolsheviks ultimately to prevail in the struggle for power. 

They took advantage of a social and political collapse precipitated by 

popular uprising and army desertions. Although they were not as 

effectively disciplined as has sometimes been thought their strength 

was the single-mindedness and ruthlessness of their leader, Lenin, 

together with awareness of, and response to, popular demands for 

reform and a withdrawal from the war. Lenin did not believe in forming 

majority coalitions, but rather in forcefully overwhelming opponents. 

However, having effectively seized the initiative, the Bolsheviks still had 

the problem of creating a new legitimacy and authority upon which to 

base their power, in the face of many hazardous crises. Their ultimate 

success was by no means assured. The real social changes occurred in 

the collectivization and industrialization of the Stalin era. Before that 

the main shift of social power was based on the struggle of some 

nationalities for independence. Few got it, but they did get recognized 

representation in the new Soviet state. 
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The Reassessment of Lenin 

The Soviet regime always used Lenin as a symbol of political legiti¬ 

macy. After 1924 it fostered the cult of Lenin, placing his embalmed 

body on display and making him the centre of propaganda with the 

slogan, ‘Lenin lives!’. In 1970, the one hundredth anniversary of his 

birth, this almost went too far with overkill, and the official slogan 

‘Lenin is always with us’ became the subject of humorous interpreta¬ 

tion (Tumarkin, 1983, pp. 262-4). Gorbachev tried to reduce Lenin to 

more human proportions but also stressed those aspects of Lenin’s 

character and writings which fitted his own policies and style in order 

to bolster his own legitimacy. Perhaps Gorbachev saw some similarity 

between the two of them in that both combined firm ideological 

commitment with a strong sense of the needs dictated by political 

realities. 

The human failings of Lenin began to be discussed as part of the 

policy of glasnost. Pravda published a reassessment of Lenin, describing 

him as a great leader and thinker, yet ‘by no means a saint’. Some 

writers suggested that the key to his character was a cold and cruel 

ruthlessness expressed in his uncompromising drive for power in 1917 

and readiness to use mass terror during the subsequent years of civil 

war. His writings were also re-examined. The collected works run to 

more than 10 million words and could be used to support hard-line or 

reformist views on all the main issues of perestroika. The old school saw 

Lenin’s works as a fixed body of doctrines. It especially favoured the 

early works, which drew black and white distinctions between capi¬ 

talism and socialism, and stressed the leading role of the Bolshevik 

Party with its strict discipline. But it also drew heavily on the period 

around October 1917, when Lenin - in opposition to the Mensheviks, 

the Socialist Revolutionaries, and several old Bolsheviks (such as 

Kamenev and Zinoviev) - rejected parliamentarism in favour of strong 

authoritarianism. The period of the civil war, when Lenin oversaw the 

construction of the centralized, one-party state and the planned 

economy known as ‘war Communism’, was also an inspiration to the 
hard-liners. 

Communist reformers, on the other hand, argued that Lenin’s 

writings should be understood in their proper historical context, since 

Lenin was essentially pragmatic in his approach. Gorbachev talked 

about perestroika as a restoration of ‘Leninist norms’, a return to the 

pure model of Soviet socialism perverted by Stalin and Brezhnev. 

'Perestroika is the rebirth of Lenin’s conception of socialism’ was a 

slogan used to mark his 120th anniversary. Gorbachev drew his inspi¬ 

ration from his last writings, in which he spoke of the need to make ‘a 

radical change in our entire view of socialism’. Lenin was preoccupied 

in that later period by three issues, each of them vital to perestroika. 
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First, he encouraged free trade, co-operative ventures and small-scale 

capitalist production to revive the Soviet economy, devastated by seven 

years of war and revolution. The NEP was a pragmatic step away 

from the dogmatic system of ‘war Communism’, Like the economic 

reforms proposed in the Gorbachev period, it met with considerable 

opposition from Communist hard-liners who believed there was no 

room for the market under socialism. Thus Gorbachev’s programme 

originally rested on the belief that Lenin’s political system, purged of its 

Stalinist aspects, might become the means for the regeneration of 

socialism. But radicals were doubtful. The market socialism of NEP 

did not have the attraction of the free market and large-scale privati¬ 

zation for those who wanted to see better performance in the Soviet 

economy, and were prepared to pay the likely costs of unemployment 
and higher prices. 

Second, Lenin supported the idea of a loose Soviet federation to 

allow for the nationalist aspirations of the non-Russian republics, inclu¬ 

sive of the right of secession from the Soviet Union on the basis of a 

referendum. The effect of this was somewhat reduced by his simulta¬ 

neous insistence on a single Communist Party for the whole of the 

Soviet Union, and the fact that Stalin was in charge of nationalities 

policy. But it did perhaps suggest a more workable federation than the 

Russian-dominated Soviet empire eventually built up by Stalin, from 

which stemmed most of the country’s ethnic problems during the 

glasnost and perestroika period. Lenin had assumed that nationalist sen¬ 

timents would be weakened by the process of democratization. Yet 

glasnost and perestroika revealed long-suppressed problems with the 

non-Russians, and created an explosive situation rather than circum¬ 

stances in which they could be remedied. 

Third, Lenin sought to reform the Communist party-state, which 

he acknowledged had become over-bureaucratic and unrepresentative, 

by increasing the number of ordinary workers and peasants in the 

Central Committee, introducing greater openness into government, 

and promoting the role of the soviets vis-a-vis the Party. It is necessary 

to question how far such administrative measures were able to over¬ 

come the basic problem of the Soviet regime in 1921: that it had 

virtually lost its basis of popular support. But it is also necessary to 

acknowledge them as the first real attempt to reform the Soviet political 

system and, as such, a major inspiration for perestroika. In his ‘Testa¬ 

ment’ to the Twelfth Party Congress, dictated from his wheelchair in 

1923, Lenin demanded the removal of Stalin as General Secretary of 

the Party. Historians disagree on what would have happened if the 

Party leaders had not chosen to ignore Lenin’s recommendation. Some 

believe it might have thwarted the rise of Stalinism, while others feel 

that the seeds of authoritarianism and oppression had already been 

sown during Lenin’s lifetime and with his approval. 
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Lenin’s proposed reforms of the party-state were flawed. For one 

thing, they kept the ban on factions within the Party which was 

passed in 1921 to silence the growing opposition to the dictatorial 

trends of the leadership in the lower Party ranks. A critique in Moscow 

News argued that Lenin had sought the ban to ‘secure the Party’s 

monolithic unity, because in this way alone could it retain its dictator¬ 

ship’. Removing Stalin from the post of General Secretary was thus 

not enough to prevent the emergence of an autocrat at the head of 

the Party, since the ban on factions assured a monopoly of power 

for whoever controlled its bureaucracy. The tragedy of Lenin, con¬ 

cluded Moscow News, was his inability to see the faults in the system 

he had created (Figes, 1990a, p. 17). The rejection of parliamentary 

democracy and a multi-party system in favour of the dictatorship of 

the proletariat (that is the Party) had always been the main distinction 

between Leninism and other forms of Marxist socialism. Lenin firmly 

believed that the Party naturally voiced the interests of the working 

class. A situation like that of 1921, when it had lost support in the 

country, could be remedied by a rigorous reform of the Party to restore 

its credibility. 

Gorbachev’s reforms were originally based on a similar confi¬ 

dence in the one-party system. At the beginning of 1989 Alexander 

Yakovlev, a leading Gorbachev supporter, warned that ‘we probably 

have no more than two to three years to prove that Leninist socialism 

can work’. But a growing number of Gorbachev’s critics, including 

the Democratic Platform group in the Communist Party, held the 

view that that only genuine multi-party elections could sanction the 

right to rule. Yuri Afanasiev, a leading Democratic Platform member, 

who left the Party just before the Twenty-Eighth Congress, argued 

that the legacy of Leninism was a ‘dead weight on the mind of the 

nation’ because it negated the system of parliamentary democracy 

the Soviet people now wanted. Radicals said that the question was 

not about restructuring the Leninist system but how to abandon it 
(Figes, 1990a, p. 17). 

Conclusion 

The causes and development of the October Revolution still give 

rise to debate, much of it polemical. Nevertheless, such a debate 

was a crucial element of glasnost as people tried to establish an under¬ 

standing of the basis of the Soviet regime, where it went wrong, and 

what was to be done about it. Lenin had to deal with immediate 

and threatening crises both in the country and in the Bolshevik Party. 

He believed in a particular form of democracy and in ruthlessness 

in pushing his policies through. The question is whether these two 
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beliefs were ultimately compatible and which would have prevailed 

if Lenin had lived longer. It is simplistic to say that Leninism was 

the root of Stalinism. Many factors before and after the Revolution 

helped to shape outcomes and the Revolution itself should not be 

highlighted and isolated from other events. Certainly there were many 

differences between Lenin’s principles and Stalin’s. However, Lenin’s 

practical decisions did not always adhere to these principles, and 

argument rages over how far he was forced by the crisis to move 

in an authoritarian direction, and how far such authoritarianism 

was inherent in his beliefs and principles. The debate on Lenin’s 

real motives will continue, and is also inevitably coloured by the 

political preconceptions of the participants. Lenin did not have a 

crystal clear vision of the sort of society he was instrumental in 

creating, and much of the argument revolves around whether the 

decisions which he took and policies he advocated ‘inevitably’ led to 

dictatorship. Gorbachev at first saw Lenin as an essential reference 

if his radical reforms were to retain legitimacy. Subsequently, how¬ 

ever, Lenin, too, became tainted as condemnation of the Soviet re¬ 
gime grew. 

Notes 

1 The October Revolution is so called because, at the time, Russia was still 

using the old-style Julian calendar. 
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Stalinism: the Regime Bloodily 

Consolidated 

Stalinas Aims and Achievements 

It was Stalin who rose to power after the death of Lenin in 1924, 

in spite of Lenin’s express wish that he should not do so. He was 

not regarded as one of the most outstanding revolutionariesj although 

he did have an important part in developing more aggressive policies 

towards the nationalities than Lenin had envisaged. As Party Sec¬ 

retary during a time of confusion he effectively managed the situa¬ 

tion by means of political manoeuvring, control of Party appointments 

and his organizing ability in the New Economic Policy. Eventually 

he established and consolidated the foundations of the Soviet state 

and Soviet power. It had singular characteristics, many of which 

were evident in the Soviet Union’s policies and behaviour until the 

1980s, when Gorbachev attempted his drastic reforms. He aimed to 

create a large, centralized, Russian-dominated, controlling bureauc¬ 

racy. The Party leader was elevated to the position of guide and 

inspiration of the nation. There was only one official view, prescribed 

by Stalin, who more and more insisted on absolute outward conform¬ 

ity to it. He relied on various sources of information and played one 

interest off against another. Increasingly the power of the secret police 

over both Party and government grew, although the extent of this is 
disputed. 

Stalin’s position as supreme ruler was not firmly established dur¬ 

ing the 1920s. Various opposition groups manifested themselves. The 

Left Opposition was composed of well-known revolutionary figures, but 

with no basis in the working class. It was a struggle largely in the 

bureaucracy and was weakened by a reluctance to split the Party. 

Before 1926 it denounced bureaucratization and the consequent weak¬ 

ening of the working class. Then it became more militant, openly 

organizing meetings and demonstrations. The United Opposition con¬ 

sisted of a regrouping of the Left Opposition with Trotsky, Zinoviev 

and Kamenev among its supporters. It denounced the policy of social- 
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ism in one country and wanted rapid industrialization together with 
action against the kulaks (the more efficient and prosperous peasant 
farmers). In 1928 a large quantity of grain was forcibly requisitioned. 
As a result Bukharin, Rykov and Tomsky formed the Right Opposition, 
a more moderate grouping which wanted an end to the use of force, a 
better deal for the peasants (with voluntary collectivization), and a less 
headlong rush to industrialization. By clever manoeuvring in relation to 
these rivals and adjusting his own position on policies as the situation 
suggested, Stalin steadily consolidated his power. 

The Drive to Transform Society 

Faced with many regime-threatening problems Stalin believed that 
economic difficulties should be dealt with by breakthrough in a few 
key areas as rapidly as possible. Other necessary socialist develop¬ 
ments would follow with dramatic results. Hence the decision to collec¬ 
tivize agriculture, coinciding with the First Five Year Plan of 1928. It 
involved great suffering for the peasantry, but the towns were fed and 
political control enforced in the countryside. The decision on industri¬ 
alization with the emphasis on the development of heavy industry 
rather than consumer goods proved of great benefit in the Second 
World War. Stalin achieved the rapid industrialization he aimed for, 
with a claimed six-fold increase in industrial output between 1928 and 
1955. All this involved political oppression and suffering on a massive 
scale, which most commentators have found difficult to explain and 
impossible to justify. There was a suppression of all opposition to 
Soviet policy or to Stalin personally. The bureaucracy was in a constant 
state of change and so could not develop its own political base. Critics 
were killed or exiled, the most significant and famous of these being 
Trotsky. The ruthless drive to destroy enemies and enforce obedience 
by terror and repression was epitomized by the show trials of the 1930s. 
Large numbers of old-style revolutionaries were executed or consigned 
to labour camps, which were an important source of cheap labour. The 
result was a weakening of the top leadership but considerable upward 
social mobility for the younger generation educated under the new 
regime. 

Stalin had considerable support; no one was playing by liberal 
democratic rules and many believed that the establishment of the 
new regime needed ruthless measures. A new generation stood to 
gain much from the hitherto unachievable opportunities opened up 
to them. All the emphasis was on unity and no compromise, with 
ideology as a dynamic, transforming force. Overt opposition hardly 
existed except outside the Soviet Union where Trotsky constantly 
proclaimed that Stalin had perverted Lenin’s work, particularly 
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by mistaken economic policies and his doctrine of consolidating 

the Revolution in one country - the Soviet Union - instead of fos¬ 

tering world revolution as Lenin intended. The end result was a cen¬ 

tralized, authoritarian regime based on the tsarist autocratic 

heritage together with the results of the crisis circumstances of the 

Revolution. These, and the prevailing of Stalin’s ideas and person¬ 

ality, created the regime which was firmly established by the end 

of the 1930s. The longer-term development of Stalinism resulted 

in a stultifying, bureaucratic conservatism which Khrushchev unsuc¬ 

cessfully sought to break down in the 1950s and early 1960s. 

Gorbachev, in his turn, was trying free the country from this decay¬ 
ing legacy. 

Characteristics of the Stalinist State 

Some features of Stalin’s state were established before Lenin’s death 

but changes subsequently occurred, such as the abandonment of egali¬ 

tarianism and the reintroduction of bureaucratic and military ranks. 

The withering away of the state (a doctrine developed by Engels) was 

modified by the policy of concentrating on the consolidation of so¬ 

cialism in one country. Consequently, the fact that there were power¬ 

ful surviving capitalist states meant that the Soviet Union had enemies 

whose existence justified prolonging the life of the socialist state and 

delaying the attainment of full Communism. The theory developed 

as a rationale for this powerful state structure was that, paradoxi¬ 

cally, the withering away of the state came fi-om its strengthening, 

not its weakening (the strong socialist state will the more quickly defeat 

capitalist enemies and thus bring nearer the advent of full Communism 

and the disappearance of the state). From time to time there was a 

proclamation of artificial stages of socialist development towards full 

Communism. The promulgation of the 1936 Constitution marked one 

of these ‘stages’. Khrushchev, Stalin’s successor, argued that Stalin’s 

faults were ones of personality and directed towards undermining the 

authority of the Party. Certainly the Party, severely weakened as it was 

by the purges, declined in influence under Stalin. He was inclined to 

rely more on the secret police and his own private office. Party con¬ 

gresses were rarely called. His fear of the Party was based on its 

legitimacy, continuity and the authority of leading members. 

The Theory of Totalitarianism 

Glasnost brought about an agonized reappraisal of the Stalinist 

period. The desire to discover and to explain ‘how all this could have 

happened’ was overwhelming. The need was to understand the imme- 
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diate past in order to know how to go about changing its consequences, 

and also in order to be aware of when the task has been completed. In 

the West a totalitarian model was first developed by Friedrich and 

Brzezinski (1956) to try to explain, not just Stalinism, but the rise of 

the Nazis and Fascists. It was understood in terms of political, econ¬ 

omic and ideological control. A totalitarian regime was said to have six 

major characteristics: a single ideology, a single mass party led by one 

man, the use of terror and secret police control, government monopoly 

of the mass media, the recourse to armed force and tight central con¬ 

trol of the economy. Such a model was ultimately seen to be far toosim- 

plistic. It superficially explained Soviet society as simply Stalinism in 

practice. In reality, research showed that there were various and contra¬ 

dictory movements in the period, together with much confusion. 

Although nationalists such as Solzhenitsyn would disagree, some 

felt that totalitarian thinking was deeply rooted in Russian history, and 

based on popular support, and was developed and strengthened by 

Lenin, Stalin and their supporters. Alexander Osovtsov argues that in 

totalitarianism the many disregard the rights and dignity of the minor¬ 

ity in a developing, progressive ‘totalitarianization’. This means that 

totalitarianism is understood as a response to pressure from the masses; 

totalitarianism has majority support and even popular acclaim. At some 

time, however, the oppressed minority can become a majority and a 

popular movement becomes a state of universal oppression. Alexander 

Shkreba relates the vigour of totalitarianism to the form and structure 

of the industrial proletariat as it was created by the Revolution. For him 

the Soviet industrial proletariat was formed through the destruction of 

all extant human bonds. Leonid Volkov understands totalitarianism as 

the result of a misalliance between borrowed Western European ideas 

and the pre-modem reality of some societies. There was a clash be¬ 

tween the desire for the material prizes of western civilization (hence 

the massive industrialization programmes) and a hatred of their cul¬ 

tural forms (hence repression of western political and cultural atti¬ 

tudes). This led to over-rationality in ideas and policy and to 

over-industrialism, but also to an irrational impulse that in self-defence 

fought against the ‘alien culture of the market’. All these writers are 

looking for a model of a self-contained, all-embracing system, mould¬ 

ing state politics and private lives. But this assumption (rather than 

taking a multi-model approach) is simplistic, itself a residue of the 

totalitarian experience (Bauman, 1990, p. 1095). 

Collectivization 

Collectivization on a massive scale got under way in the late 1920s. 

It was clear by 1927 that the anticipated world revolution was not 

going to happen. On the contrary, there was a need to defend the 
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country from foreign enemies. In agriculture the requirement to im¬ 

prove supplies for the industrial population was becoming desperate, 

and there was a growing fear of a kulak-based counter-revolution. 

Bukharin and others in the Right Opposition put forward the ‘proceed 

slowly’ argument. The problem with this policy was that by placing so 

much reliance on the kulaks, it might leave the country militarily 

unprepared for too long, and would not boost Party morale. Stalin 

represented the argument for moving forward rapidly, which implied 

smashing peasant resistance. Collectivization could not be voluntary if 

it was to be implemented in a short period of time. Centralization and 

tough leadership were needed and only the Party could provide it. In 

the Party this policy had wide support. 

Perhaps the worst disaster to hit Soviet agriculture at this time was 

the Ukrainian famine of 1932-3, which the Soviet authorities tried to 

cover up for fifty years. With glasnost the Ukrainian Communist Party 

(UKP) finally declared the famine to have been a ‘national tragedy’ and 

blamed it on Stalin and his ‘criminal’ policies of forced collectivization. 

Although the disaster had begun to be mentioned, this was the first 

time that a full public expose was ordered. The UKP conceded that 

there had been a cover-up during the years since the famine occurred, 

both in the Ukraine and nationally. As a result it had not been possible 

to analyse the circumstances nor to reach a ‘moral and political assess¬ 

ment of a national tragedy’. 

The UKP agreed with western historians that the famine was 

caused by enforced ‘dekulakization’: the dispossession and deporting of 

millions of kulaks (wealthier peasants thought to be opposed to the 

regime). As a result, the grain output fell, and the Stalin leadership 

raised the quotas of grain which farms were obliged to deliver to the 

state. When this failed, thousands were arrested for ‘connivance in 

kulak sabotage’ and farmers had seeds, fodder and food supplies taken 

away ‘which proved fatal for the population’. Officially, the peasants 

were seen as the allies of the working class but the kulaks were singled 

out as the last bastion of capitalism. The result was the loss of a million 

of the best farmers, and confusion from creating large-scale national¬ 

ized units out of a vast number of small private plots. There was a 

massive movement of peasants to the cities, causing considerable social 

upheaval. It is estimated that some 17 million peasants moved in the 

period 1928-35. The urban population doubled amid much distress 

and disorder. A huge mobilization by the bureaucracy was needed to 

try to keep control of these great emigrations. 

Industrialization 

Furedi (1986, p. 97) describes how the First Five Year Plan (begin¬ 

ning in 1928), which aimed at industrial self-sufficiency, contained 
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a sense of threat, crisis and a shortage of time. State planning was 

to be the only regulator of the economy. The bureaucracy now had 

considerable power to allocate resources in line with state policy, 

but was handicapped by lack of detailed information and expertise 

in managing different aspects of the economy. Thus industrialization 

was achieved by sweeping aside political and social obstacles, not 

by effective economic management. In place of the market, a chain 

of command now decided the allocation of resources. Labour was 

abundant and used inefficiendy because of bad planning, but Soviet 

bureaucracy had more freedom to deploy resources than would have 

been the case under capitalist market forces. Social demand was 

ignored and there was central control of resources regardless of cost. 

Cuts in living standards released more resources for invest¬ 

ment which central planning could concentrate in priority areas such 

as defence. However, non-priority areas languished, and there was 
no overall momentum. 

Stalin’s New Elite 

A great problem in the 1920s was that the necessary experts were 

non-Communists. Conununists tended to be working class and ill- 

educated. Hence experts often had to accept the authority of an 

untrained Communist director. Stalin wanted a professional work¬ 

ing-class Communist administrative elite. Fitzpatrick (1979) describes 

how in 1929-30 there was a big working-class influx into new tech¬ 

nical colleges for crash courses in technology. This was an attractive 

alternative for many young people compared to the possibility of 

being involved in collectivization or being sent to a distant indus¬ 

trial site. The link between hitherto unheard-of opportunities for 

upward social mobility and the Soviet regime must have greatly helped 

to legitimize the system. Many in the Khrushchev and Brezhnev lead¬ 

ership groups were of this generation. In addition to these, many 

more were promoted from the shop floor without training to meet 

immediate needs. Half did not belong to the Party. There were two 

distinct contradictory pressures from 1933 onwards: one relying on 

the mobilization of subordinates to oblige the Communist man¬ 

agement to become efficient, the other defending the management 

against any control from below. But they both aimed at the perfecting 

and strengthening of the bureaucracy. The new people made the elimi¬ 

nation of the old elite more viable. They showed their competence in 

the war and post-war period. Only in the 1980s were they replaced by 
those of the post-war generation. 
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The Terror 

By 1933 Stalin and his allies were still dissatisfied with progress and the 

great purge trials were connected with this. They indicted a whole 

group of industrialists who were alleged to have hindered technological 

advance. The Terror is generally thought of as the means used by 

Stalin to ensure personal power. For example, Robert Conquest 

(1990) sees the origins of the Terror in Stalin’s desire for total power 

and his paranoid suspicions of anyone who might stand in his way. At 

the Seventeenth Party Congress in 1934 he received fewer votes than 

his rival, Leningrad Party Secretary Sergei Kirov, but then rigged the 

results. The subsequent murder of Kirov, whether Stalin was directly 

involved or not (and the Soviet biography of Stalin by Dmitrii 

Volkogonov (1991, pp. 207-8) does not solve the matter), provided 

the pretext for the show trials which crushed the Party, the military, 

national minorities, cultural elites, and others. Ingerflom (1990, p. 10) 

draws attention to a different interpretation which considers that, after 

1934, the regime underwent a crisis of legitimacy, because it had 

abandoned exclusive reference to the working class and claimed to be 

directiy representative of the ‘nationalized masses’. Loyal Communists 

(and Stalinists) from the early days thus became an obstacle that had to 

be eliminated, in order to establish a new legitimacy. 

In February-March 1937 grass-roots opposition to management 

gained the upper hand. But criticism by the masses went beyond this to 

attack the inherent functioning of the system. Social antagonisms were 

manifesting themselves within the Party. The central authorities de¬ 

cided to give management a free hand to restore the simation. In May, 

they launched their counter-offensive and the workers now found 

themselves castigated as the enemy. They immediately responded with 

a drastic purge of management lasting until December. However, 

continuing it would have meant permanent damage to the administra¬ 

tive and managerial machinery. Terrified management no longer dared 

carry out orders, because they feared being the victims of the unpopu¬ 

larity which their management methods provoked. The result was an 

alarming breakdown in work discipline. By 1938 things had to be 

slowed down, as well as better controlled and organized. Thus from 

1939, any hope of controlling management from below was aban¬ 

doned, although this did not help to solve the problem of inefficiency. 

Reassessment of the Purges 

In the glasnost years new evidence and more open discussion gave rise 

to two broad schools of thought. On the one hand there was a ten- 
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dency, even in the Soviet Union, to couple Stalin with Hitler as one of 

the two ‘monsters’ of the century. Some academics in Austria and West 

Germany go further in arguing that the Stalinist system was actually 

responsible for the Nazis and the Second World War. On the other 

hand Getty (1985) sees the development of the Terror as piecemeal 

and haphazard rather than monolithic, while Lewin (1985) interprets 

the ruthlessness as a desperate determination to bring order to the 

chaos the Revolution had created. It was the Cheka who were best 

equipped for swift, effective action. The Party in the regions was 

disorganized and overburdened, while law and order in the countryside 

remained a problem well into the 1930s. The majority of the popula¬ 

tion lived in the countryside but only 0.3 per cent of Party members did 

so. The poor quality of these people, in education and experience, 

made it easy for anyone with a modicum of organizing ability to get on 

in the Party. From 1933 to 1936 there was a weeding out of inactive, 

unreliable or degenerate members, but this was less effective than 

similar weedings out in the 1920s. Local Party officials were by now too 

preoccupied or inefficient to do the job properly. 

At the centre of all this was Stalin, whom Getty thinks of as less of 

a ‘great man’ than as an arbiter between groups. The elaborate and 

bizarre cult of personality which rapidly developed around him was 

possibly a device to conceal very real divisions in the leadership. The 

purges of 1937-8 were separate from, and not a culmination of, earlier 

purges. They were part of a central-regional conflict, a factional 

struggle in Moscow and a breakdown in the balance between radicals 

and moderates. Stalin supported the radicals and made a savage pre¬ 

emptive strike. In other words, the purge was not for personal reasons 

(ambition, paranoia, megalomania) but for political ones. Getty still 

considers Stalin’s role may have been crucial. His policy of rapid 

modernization, which involved squeezing the peasantry in 1932-3, 

support for the Stakhanovite (militant pro-Soviet workers) challenge to 

managerial authority, and the doctrine of intensification of class strug¬ 

gle as the victory of socialism approached, all provided a rationale to 

justify the search for heresy and treason in 1937-8. Personal, political 

and structural factors all interacted. Lewin points out that the show 

trials made the myth of ‘enemies of the people’ look real, but they were 

based on confessions, not evidence. ‘Enemies’ was a term used 

to explain away all that went wrong with the regime, and also played 

on the psychological and cultural dispositions of a disorientated 
population. 

By the time of the Eighteenth Party Congress in 1939 very many 

of the delegates to the previous 1936 ‘Victory’ Congress had been 

eliminated. Stalin did mention the excesses of the purges but empha¬ 

sized the creation of a new intelligentsia. These people were not to be 

regarded as bourgeois and so could be permitted to join the Party. 

From now on the Party would recruit not solely from the working class 
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but from the ‘best people’. The new leadership was better educated 

but, because previous leaders were thought to have been too settled 

and demanding, the new bureaucracy was denied secure tenure until 

well after Stalin’s death. 

Stalinas Victims 

A central question in the glasnost debate was the number of Stalin’s 

victims. There were three basic categories: those executed for political 

offences, most of whom died in the Terror of 1937-8; those who died 

in the labour camps or during mass deportations; and those peasants 

who died in the famines of the early 1930s (almost certainly the biggest 

number). There are considerable difficulties in computing an accurate 

figure. The relevant archives are not all declassified and may no longer 

exist. Among Soviet specialists and western demographers the current 

majority view seems to be that Conquest’s figure (20 million) is too 

high. Fitzpatrick states that the younger generation of Soviet historians 

incline to far lower figures and think there is no basis for Conquest’s 

claims. In a newspaper article by Milne, Anderson and Silver in the 

United States it was estimated that the most likely figure for all ‘excess’ 

deaths - whether from purges, famine or deportations - between 1926 

and 1939 lay in a range with a median of 3.5 million, and a limit of 8 

million. But this growing consensus seens to be challenged by some 

Soviet historians such as Roy Medvedev who, using the same data, 

have reached conclusions closer to that of Conquest (Milne, 1990). In 

1992 the head of the Commission for Rehabilitation of Victims of 

Unjust Repression, Nikolai Grashchoven, quoted KGB archives when 

stating that from 1935 to 1945 about 18 million people had been 

victimized, of whom about 7 million had been shot. These figure 

clearly differ from KGB figures published earlier (Keep, 1990, p. 1058; 

Tolz, 1992, pp. 8-10). The controversy has political overtones. Sup¬ 

porters of the lower figures are sometimes accused of playing down the 

horrors of Stalinism. Others feel that by minimizing the quantitative 

gulf between Stalin and Hitler it becomes easier to reduce the quali¬ 

tative uniqueness of the Nazi genocide and war. 

The Second World (‘Great Patriotic') War 

There was a sensation in 1939 when Stalin concluded a pact with 

Hitler which undermined the opposition to Nazism. It seemed a deeply 

cynical move in view of the hitherto profound ideological differences 

and hostility between the two regimes. But it suited both sides, for the 

Germans in buying time to concentrate on the western front and, for 

Stalin, in taking the pressure off the unprepared Soviet Union. For a 
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long time the Soviet authorities denied the existence of a secret proto¬ 

col, which, among other things, allowed the Soviet Union to invade 

eastern Poland, attack Finland, and annex Moldavia and the Baltic 

republics in 1940. The Soviet authorities refused to admit the existence 

of the protocol, in spite of the publication of the alleged text in the West 

and in the Baltic republics, plus considerable indirect evidence. In June 

1989 the West German government finally made available a microfilm 

of the original document. The admission of the existence of the pro¬ 

tocol by the Soviet authorities was particularly important to the Baltic 

republics in their demand for independence. They claimed that they 

were forcibly incorporated into the Soviet Union against their will, 

while the official Soviet view was that they had joined the Soviet Union 

voluntarily. 

A dispute has emerged among glasnost historians about the rela¬ 

tions of Stalin with Hitler. Alexander Nekrich argues that Stalin’s 

efforts to reach agreement with Hitler extended as far back as 1934. 

This contrasts with the view held by Volkogonov (1991, pp. 384-92) 

that the West’s wooing of Hitler forced Stalin into this ‘necessary’ 

improvisation in 1939. Stalin was imwilling to believe, in spite of 

considerable intelligence from the West, that Hitler was preparing an 

imminent invasion of the Soviet Union. Thus the invasion by Nazi 

Germany, when it came, at first caused shock and indecision. 

Volkogonov became the subject of attack by conservatives when vol¬ 

ume 1 of the Soviet official history of the Second World War (the ten- 

volume Great Patriotic War of the Soviet People) for which he had overall 

responsibility was rejected for publication because it was ‘anti-Soviet’. 

Volkogonov was attacked by Sovetskaya Rossiya (the paper of the 

Russian Communist Party) for his portrayal of Stalin in the months 

leading up to the invasion in June 1941. He argued that the Soviet 

forces were ill-trained and under-equipped and that Stalin hopelessly 

underestimated the strength of the German army. Further, having 

bought time with the 1939 pact, Stalin persisted in thinking, even as 

late as the end of 1940, that war - although inevitable - was still two 

or three years away. After these attacks Volkogonov resigned from the 

project because he said that he did not want to write a false history. 

Most Soviet historians agree that the huge wartime losses were the 

consequence of the purges and errors committed in the run-up to the 

war. But many still argued that there was no alternative to the pact with 

Hitler because, if the Germans had attacked earlier, there would have 

been an even greater defeat of the Soviet army in the first few days. 

Current thinking is that Hitler, too, would have preferred a war in 1943 
rather than 1939 or 1941 (Bullock, 1991, p. 600). 

After the initial shock, Stalin took on an inspirational role. The 

whole country was mobilized and Stalin did not hesitate to appeal 

to the heroes of Russia’s past - and to Russian nationalism and the 
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Orthodox Church - in order to boost morale and patriotism. Admin¬ 

istrative effectiveness was achieved by the co-ordination of civilian 

and military aspects of government in the State Defence Commit¬ 

tee chaired by Stalin. Military planning was based in the Supreme 

Command led by Stalin. Civilian control of the military was main¬ 

tained, but Stalin gave initiative and responsibility to military leaders. 

Although he was prepared to sack the incompetent, serious mistakes 

were nevertheless made. All in all, however, the war effort was an 

impressive achievement of the Soviet people although at great cost. 

There was some defection to the Germans, hence the harsh treatment 

of some western nationalities and prisoners of war during and after 

hostilities. 

Foreign Policy 

The main foreign policy argument under Stalin was that international 

tension justified strict internal controls. The experience of being in¬ 

vaded by foreign troops during the civil war and the continuing pol¬ 

itical and economic hostility fi’om all major powers in the inter-war 

period, created a siege mentality. However, this did not stop united 

front campaigns in which the Soviet Union encouraged western 

Communist parties to try to join with other left-wing parties against 

fascism. The idea of the Soviet Union being encircled by hostile 

capitalist states persisted, even after the allied co-operation during the 

war. It provided the rationale for the creation of a buffer of satellite 

states and the continuing industrialization policy to the neglect of the 

consumer. The sense of still being threatened, even after the war, gave 

rise to the so-called ‘Cold War’ with western countries, and internal 

paranoia illustrated by the supposed Jewish doctors’ plot to poison 

Soviet leaders which was being ‘exposed’ just before Stalin’s death (but 

quickly dropped afterwards). 
World Communism was dominated by Stalin and the Soviet Un¬ 

ion. Satellite states in Eastern Europe and elsewhere were forced to toe 

the line, although one or two, such as Yugoslavia and, later, China, 

refused to co-operate. Other non-ruling Communist parties (like 

Great Britain’s) had to take their lead from Moscow. The main enemy 

was perceived to be, not the right, but the non-Communist left. The 

post-Stalin leadership could not sustain this domination, in spite 

of drastic action on occasions (for example, the invasions of Hun¬ 

gary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968). After 1985 Gorbachev and 

his Foreign Minister, Shevardnadze, undertook a drastic reappraisal 

of these policies which they perceived as directly harming the Soviet 

Union. 
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Conclusion 

A characteristic of glasnost was the opportunity to re-examine Soviet 

history and to escape from the official versions, such as Stalin’s own 

Short Course (a history of the CPSU). In October 1988 the Central 

Committee announced that Gorbachev would chair a committee to 

prepare a new outline history of the CPSU. This was not universally 

welcomed. Some people, such as Yuri Afanasyev, Rector of the State 

Historical Archive Institute, felt that official versions of history, what¬ 

ever their slant, were no substitute in the period of glasnost for a variety 

of research, books and lectures from different standpoints. Authors 

were now trying to contrast the totalitarian intentions of the rulers with 

what was actually achieved. The result was a revised understanding of 

the Stalin period which showed a diversified society, giving rise to both 

initiative and resistance. The usual image of the state as the sole 

initiator of action was replaced by a view revealing a state reacting to 

events and to national realities. Contrary to superficial notions, events 

did not follow a plan predetermined by a political will from on high. 

Local officials aroused popular hostility as much through their 

authoritarian methods as because they were officials in a demanding 

regime. Mass opposition compelled them to bypass directives from the 

centre and they could not claim success except by falsifying production 

figures. The widening gap between their reports and reality produced 

crises for which they became the scapegoats. A loss of authority by 

these local powers made it impossible to implement decisions and the 

state’s inability to exercise control led it to adopt repression as the main 

instrument of government. The Terror was disorganized and re¬ 

pression was the outcome of weakness, not power. The local bureau¬ 

cracy had two means of pre-empting repressive measures which might 

at any moment be also applied to itself. Either it could inflict exemplary 

punishments on scapegoats so zealously that its enthusiasm had to be 

checked to avoid production being totally disrupted; or it could re¬ 

direct the campaign against workers who were considered most closely 

to represent popular dissatisfaction. The workers, in turn, used the 

image of enemies of the people to get rid of bosses with a reputation for 

unfairness. All in all, the results of current research, although far from 

being totally in agreement, do generally point to the conclusion of 

Getty that the Soviet government, however authoritarian, lacked the 

technical and technological sophistication to become literally totalitar¬ 
ian (Ingerflom, 1990, p. 10). 

By the death of Stalin in 1953 the Soviet Union had achieved great 

things but also experienced terrible crimes and suffering. It had be¬ 

come stale and moribund with a need to find a way to renew its vigour. 

This was the aim of Khrushchev, Stalin’s eventual successor, and the 
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catalyst was his ‘Secret Speech’ to the Twentieth Party Congress when 

he denounced Stalin’s crimes against the Party. But the campaign to 

denounce Stalin was not sustained and he was partially rehabilitated by 

Brezhnev. The bureaucracy was reluctant to reject the regime from 

which it had benefited. Among the population at large Stalin was often 

seen as something of a hero. He was the man who established the 

foundations of a better standard of living, who imposed discipline and 

who raised workers to important positions. Many benefited from 

Stalin’s policies; he created opportunities as well as victims. The Terror 

increased social mobility for some and, in any case, fell more on those 

in control (who ‘do as they like now’). The strong centralized power 

was understood by many people as a guarantee of workers’ rights 

against the local administration. Internationally, Stalin was considered 

to have kept the other Communist states firmly under Soviet control, in 

contrast to his successors. Some of the young saw Stalin as an exciting 

and purposeful leader with clear goals and there was sympathy for his 

anti-Semitism. 

This attitude was gradually undermined under Gorbachev. The 

relative freedom given to Soviet historians by glasnost and the opening 

up of the archives had a profound effect. Gorbachev himself said that 

a society which carmot face its own past cannot face the future. Reveal¬ 

ing the truth about Stalinism had a strong psychological impact, not 

least over the matter of the rehabilitation of Stalin’s victims. A society 

was formed called Memorial (its first president was Andrei Sakharov) 

to lead a public campaign for the rehabilitation of Stalin’s victims, 

monetary compensation for survivors and dependants and for the 

setting up of local monuments. Thousands of people had been rehabili¬ 

tated under Khrushchev but many others were not. In order to speed 

up the processing of the huge number of applications from relatives, 

the Central Committee proposed a general rehabilitation to be passed 

by the Supreme Soviet, and greater efficiency in paying compensation 

to survivors and relatives. Memorial saw all this as an attempt by the 

Party to regain control of the situation. Ales Adamovitch, a prominent 

writer in Belorussia, applauded the Central Committee’s call on local 

soviets to help Stalin’s victims, but in a reference to the feeling among 

Memorial supporters that the Party was usurping their ideas, he said, 

‘No local Soviet committee can replace the initiative of that one young 

man who collected tens of thousands of documents about people who 

were repressed.’ He was talking of a young historian, Dmitrii Yurasov, 

who had shocked people two years before by revealing details of 

Stalin’s purges (Tolz, 1987a). 
Meanwhile organizations such as Democratic Perestroika and So¬ 

cialist Initiative which (in officially sanctioned meetings) had called for 

the rehabilitation of those falsely imprisoned or put in psychiatric 

hospitals since Stalin’s death, did not see a response to their demands 
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until August 1990. Then Gorbachev followed a decree rehabilitating 

thousands of Stalin’s victims - the first official admission that vast 

numbers of people had died in the forced collectivization of agriculture 

in the late 1920s and early 1930s - with another restoring Soviet citi¬ 

zenship to people exiled between 1966 and 1988, which mainly cov¬ 

ered the Brezhnev period. Memorial organized a Gulag exhibition in 

1988, consisting of photograps and letters. In 1989 they arranged for a 

ceremonial ring of candles arotmd the Lubyanka (KGB headquarters). 

At the end of October 1990 they finally achieved their main commemo¬ 

rative goal when a monument - a large granite stone inscribed ‘In 

memory of the millions of victims of the totalitarian regime’ - was 

dedicated in front of the Lubyanka. 



3 

Stalin’s Successors: Change and 

Stagnation 

De-Stalinization 

The death of Stalin initiated the first attempt at significant reform of 

the Soviet system. Many of the young, finding themselves in a con¬ 

servative, boring society, looked back nostalgically to the earlier social 

revolution of Stalin’s time, to its idealism and the exciting and chal¬ 

lenging opportunities it gave. Intellectuals, or certain sections of them, 

felt devalued under the new post-Stalin regime. Their jobs were held at 

the whim of the state and there were too many of them for the jobs 

available. But the broader reality was that Stalin’s successors had to 

reinvigorate a stagnant society. Years of oppression and lack of inno¬ 

vation had led to low morale and inertia. Large numbers of people were 

confined in labour camps, although revolts in the camps had begtm 

even before Stalin’s death. After his death pressure came from relatives 

for a review of sentences. Reform of the security services was set in 

hand to bring them more under Party control. One of the first acts of 

the new leadership was to arrest and execute the head of the secret 

police, Lavrentii Beria, the last Soviet leader to lose his life in this way. 

An investigation started into Stalin’s treatment of the Party. There was 

also a restoration of formal and more reliable legal process in the 

courts. 
Immediately after Stalin’s death there was a period when no one 

person predominated in the leadership. This state of affairs was offi¬ 

cially rationalized and justified as ‘collective leadership’ and a rejection 

of the excessively individualistic rule of Stalin. The principle (and to 

some extent the practice) of collective leadership was, from then on, 

always officially upheld. Until February 1955 the Soviet Union was 

ruled by Georgii Malenkov, who was Chairman of the Council of 

Ministers, Nikita Khrushchev, First Secretary of the CPSU, and 

Vyacheslav Molotov, the Foreign Minister. They began a series of 

policy reversals aimed at de-Stalinization. The Party and state bureauc¬ 

racies were reorganized to remove supporters of Stalin. A policy known 
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as the New Course aimed to reduce the number of bureaucrats, pro¬ 

vide material incentives, devolve decision-making to lower levels, and 

increase the authority of major factory directors and trade union offi¬ 

cials. It was especially intended to raise the general standard of living. 

This policy was central to the power struggle among the leadership. 

Malenkov supported a programme to develop light industry and supply 

more consumer goods. Khrushchev, at that time, wanted emphasis to 

remain on heavy industry. The first stage of the power struggle ended 

in 1955 when Malenkov had to resign his post of Chairman of the 
Council of Ministers. 

Before long, Khrushchev ran into trouble himself, as a result of the 

speed and nature of his de-Stalinization programme. The establish¬ 

ment of regional economic councils aroused special opposition because 

they affected the rights of the republics and interests within the Party. 

In 1957 he was being opposed by a majority in the Praesidium (as the 

Politburo was then named). He dramatically and successfully appealed 

against the so-called ‘anti-Party group’ to the Party’s Central Commit¬ 

tee (with pro-Khrushchev delegates being flown in by the air force). 

The army also supported him because of his tackling of the problem of 

KGB power. Khrushchev’s survival of this crisis removed rivals and 
consolidated his position. 

The ‘Secret Speech’ 

By the time of the Twentieth Party Congress in 1956 Khrushchev and 

other Party leaders realized that a dramatic change of direction was 

needed. They were, however, afraid that they would be implicated in 

Stalin’s crimes. Hence the so-called ‘Secret Speech’ (secret because it 

was never published in the Soviet Union, but merely read out to 

meetings of Party members), dramatically delivered by Khrushchev at 

the end of the Congress. It concentrated on Stalin’s crimes against the 

Party after 1934 and there was no mention of ordinary people. It also 

limited its criticism to Stalin and his immediate entourage. It was 

designed to minimize questions like ‘How were such things allowed to 

happen?’ and ‘Where were you during the Terror?’ The immediate 

results of the ‘Secret Speech’ included a distinct change of the political 

climate in the Soviet Union and the satellite countries. In the Soviet 

Union there was a large-scale release of political prisoners followed by 

a considerable social impact when they returned to their towns and 

villages to tell of their experiences. They spread knowledge of the 

camps and of the conditions in them, which led to demands for the 

rehabilitation of, and compensation for, the wrongly accused - a cam¬ 
paign which continues to this day. 
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The immediate result of Khrushchev’s secretaryship was that 

Party control was re-established. Its responsibility now focused on 

control and co-ordination, and its political and ideological role was 

played down. There was more public discussion on a rational basis 

(although it was not always listened to). As Stalin was demoted in 

official esteem greater emphasis was given to Lenin as a symbol of 

legitimacy. For a time there was relative cultural and artistic freedom. 

It centred aroimd the literary magazine Novy Mir and the growth of the 

poetry movement. Some hitherto disapproved-of authors and their 

works were published (for example, Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life 

of Ivan Denisovitch). Consumer and social welfare legislation was 

passed, providing a minimum wage and improving the provision of 

social needs such as housing and social welfare. One of the difficulties 

for the leadership which arose from all this was an increase in social 

dismrbance in both the Soviet Union and in the satellite countries. 

The Soviet Economy 

Post-war reconstruction had largely been completed by the 1950s and 

the economy was undergoing a vigorous expansion. Soviet industry had 

a 10 per cent annual growth rate from 1953 to 1959 and 9 per cent 

from 1959 to 1964. Its production was already surpassing that of 

Europe in key sectors such as steel, power, cement and fuels. But there 

were also serious economic problems. Consumer expectations had 

been heightened, but the quantity and quality of consumer goods and 

housing remained low. Khrushchev’s economic policies were far- 

reaching. Regional councils were established with authority to take 

economic decisions independently of higher state bodies. The key 

positions in these councils were held by pro-Khrushchev Party officials 

who were granted full decision-making authority over the regions. 

Laws were passed introducing the principle of local economic control, 

and many central ministries were dissolved as new local ministries 

assumed their powers. Reformed economic management methods 

were implemented to help the development of production for profit. 

Campaigns were held between 1954 and 1957 to ‘struggle against 

bureaucratism’ and improve management skills. Managers were allot¬ 

ted wider powers, including the right to sell, transfer or lease factories, 

determine the number of workers, and hire and fire workers. 

In 1962 the so-called Liberman debates were held on the complete 

reorganization of the economy. Pravda published Liberman’s propos¬ 

als in an article entitled ‘Plan, Profit and Reward’. It called for the 

upholding of profitability as the measure of economic performance. 

Profit and material incentives were to be considered the nucleus of the 
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management programme in the large factories, which would then re¬ 

ceive rewards based on profit. Experiments took place in factories in 

Moscow, Leningrad and Ukraine but these were carried out under 

artificial conditions which could not be reproduced in the rest of the 

economy. In the later years Khrushchev increasingly stressed the im¬ 

portance of consumer goods, promising at the Twenty-second Party 

Congress to overtake the United States by 1970. But at the same time 

he alienated important conservative elements in the military by cutting 

the size, and denigrating the importance, of the groimd forces while 

elevating the standing of the strategic rocket forces. 

Agriculture 

Despite Khrushchev’s own agricultural backgrotmd, agriculture re¬ 

mained the most serious problem area in the economy. He had inher¬ 

ited from Stalin a backward sector, with low productivity, misuse 

of labour, poor incomes for workers on collective farms, low prices 

for crops and heavy taxes on the private plots. After 1957 many 

campaigns and reorganizations were carried out, but the end result 

was disastrous and the government was forced to import food. The 

attempted decentralization of agricultural planning was very impop- 

ular and did not work. Khrushchev also wanted a gradual reduction 

of the agricultural private sector but at the same time to avoid lower¬ 

ing the income and morale of the peasants and serious disruption of 

the food supply. This, too, proved unsuccessful and pressure on the 

private plots was gradually relaxed. The formation of Territorial 

Production Associations in 1962 was an attempt to bring kolkhoz 

(collective farms) and sovkhoz (state farms) closer together and to 

separate agricultural and industrial administration in both Party 

and ministries. But it was also a means of tighter control and it 

undermined attempts at greater productivity. The location and prac¬ 

tices of Soviet agriculture were fundamentally altered in the long run. 

More resources were obtained and huge investment continued from 
that time forward. 

Khrushchev’s great ‘virgin lands scheme’ aimed vastly to increase 

grain production by utilizing land in Kazakhstan, western Siberia and 

the north Caucasus. Other policies depended on its success, for exam¬ 

ple, transferring land in Ukraine and the Caucasus to animal fodder 

production (maize was desperately needed). But Khrushchev expected 

too much, too soon. He paid insufficient attention to scientific ideas. 

North American advice was ignored and maize was grown in unsuit¬ 

able areas. There was not enough preparation and inadequate re¬ 

sources were made available to sustain the plan. The result was 

enormous waste and large-scale desertion by the poorly-provided-for 
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workforce. Was the ‘virgin lands scheme’ a success? Eventually, yes, 

but Khrushchev was too optimistic and hurried, ignoring warnings. 

He still believed the old revolutionary adage that anything could 

be achieved by commitment and will power (which in reality often 

meant bullying), while great political pressures for success affected 
his judgement. 

Khrushchev's Foreign Policy 

At the time of Stalin’s death the Soviet Union’s place in the world had 

been greatly enhanced, but there was also a legacy of enormous 

problems. There were clashes with the United States in the Korean 

War, and over West German unification and rearmament. The main 

gain was that the Soviet Union had moved from being under serious 

threat from Nazism in the early 1940s to a recognized great power 

(soon to become one of the two superpowers) after the Second World 

War. With Khrushchev there was a burst of diplomatic activity, the 

main theme of which was the achievement of peaceful relations with 

the West (in contrast to the hostile Stalinist Cold War attitude), the 

confirmation of the Soviet Union’s superpower status and the expan¬ 

sion of Soviet influence in the Third World. One of the aims of 

attacking Stalin in the ‘Secret Speech’ was to show the West that there 

was to be a basic shift in Soviet foreign policy, fotmded on three 

principles: peaceful coexistence, peaceful competition and acceptance 

of the peaceful transition to socialism by the capitalist world. He 

abandoned the doctrine of an inevitable conflict between capitalism 

and socialism; instead they could exist side by side in co-operation and 
peace. 

These changes were viewed with initial suspicion both in the West 

and throughout the Communist world. The Chinese, in particular, saw 

Khrushchev’s anti-Stalinism as a step towards revisionism and collabo¬ 

ration with the capitalist West. It began the serious Sino-Soviet split 

which lasted until Gorbachev’s time. In Eastern Europe the attack on 

Stalin undermined the legitimacy of the shaky regimes there and en¬ 

couraged manifestations of popular resistance. There were distur¬ 

bances in Poland, East Germany and Hungary, the last being 

suppressed by invasion in 1956. By the late 1950s Khrushchev had 

become more assertive. The success of the Soviet Union in getting the 

first man into space increased his self-confidence. He expressed his 

belief at the Twenty-first Party Congress in 1959 that the West was 

weakening and therefore a stepped-up campaign of global expansion 

and assertion of power was justified. Such a notion was destroyed when 

his bluff was finally called in the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 (Adelman 

and Palmieri, 1989, pp. 268-71). In 1963 he moved again towards a 
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policy of detente^ the most notable achievement of which was the Nu¬ 

clear Test Ban Treaty of 1963. 
Khrushchev’s foreign policy certainly moved away from Stalin’s 

hostility to the rest of the world and presented the Soviet Union in a 

more favourable light. Advances in the Soviet Union’s influence in the 

Third World were made, and the Cold War experienced a deflnite 

thaw. But he was prone to high-risk foreign policy adventures and 

manifested boorish behaviour together with an erratic style. There was 

also a certain pragmatism; if major goals were unattainable, lesser ones 

would be pursued. Underneath all this, the limitations of Soviet power 

were evident. 

Khrushchev’s Fall 

IChrushchev failed to decentralize Soviet agriculture effectively. The 

reforms were too hasty and pressurized. Bottlenecks and distortions 

occurred in the economy. Political and administrative reforms were not 

enough and were even counter-productive. Production fell after 1958 

for lack of the real need investment. The investment eventually came 

through, but not soon enough to save Khrushchev. Problems increased 

in the period 1962-4. The output of the ‘virgin lands’ fell heavily. 

Prices for meat, butter and milk products were insufficient to secure 

volimtary production. Officials confiscated produce and seed, attacked 

the private sector, as well as engaging in fraud. All this was the result 

of excessive pressure (‘campaignism’). Targets in the urban industrial 

sector were better met, so illustrating the industrial-agricultural gap. 

There was passive resistance by officials, and workers’ riots in 1959, 

1960 and 1962. 

Khrushchev’s response was more campaigning and confrontation. 

By 1964 he had offended nearly all the powerful elements in the Party, 

and alienated the secret police by achieving a sharp reduction in their 

power (including the closure of most labour camps in 1956). Some 

military sectors resented his attacks on their importance, size and 

budgets. The military were upset by their public humiliation at 

the hands of the United States in the Cuban missile crisis. The 

central government bureaucracy hated the frenetic government 

reorganizations and especially the 1957 regional and local reforms, 

which required much of it to leave Moscow to work in provincial 

capitals. The 1962 division of the Party into agricultural and economic 

wings was a great threat to the power of the Party bureaucracy. Many 

found Khrushchev to be a crude, simplistic ideologue. His strongest 

period as leader was in 1955-62. Although he was no Stalin and could 

not rely on terror, he could, on the whole, adhere to his policies. The 
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difference was that he had to take into account a wider variety of 

interests than hitherto. He was eventually removed in 1964 by the 

device he had used to consolidate his power: the calling of a meeting of 

the Party Central Committee. He was brought back from holiday to 

learn of his removal. Gorbachev, too, was on holiday when his removal 

was attempted in the failed coup of 1991. 

Khrushchev’s Secretaryship in Perspective 

In the end Khrushchev’s belief in ideological principles, exhortation 

and bullying to achieve results - albeit without the Terror - was not a 

sufficient break with the past to cope with a new industrialized society 

where careful research and pragmatic experiment were more likely to 

achieve success. Above all, he alienated the CPSU bureaucracy, those 

who had put him in power in the first place, by a highly unpopular 

reorganization and by drastically reducing its members’ job security. 

One of the priorities of Brezhnev when he replaced Khrushchev was the 

so-called policy of ‘stability of cadres’; this was a guarantee of stability 

and consolidation for the Party bureaucrats after the uncertainties 

and eccentricities of the Khrushchev period. Under Gorbachev, 

Khrushchev was slowly rehabilitated, his achievement in ending the 

Stalinist bloodshed and making life more bearable for the Soviet people 

being recognized. More important, he came to be seen as a precursor 

of Gorbachev, and as someone who had attempted to breathe new life 

into the Soviet system. Like Gorbachev, he was thwarted by the pow¬ 

erful, conservative vested interests of Party, KGB and military- in¬ 

dustrial complex. When his turn came, Gorbachev showed more 

intelligence, sophistication and pragmatism. But he was ruling a coun¬ 

try which had changed dramatically in sociological and demographic 

terms since the Khrushchev period. 

Brezhnev 

The eighteen years of Brezhnev’s rule were a good deal less eventful 

than Khrushchev’s nine. Although there were difficult problems to deal 

with, the period was characterized by consistency and relative dullness. 

This was deliberate because Brezhnev realized from Khrushchev’s 

experience that powerful interests should be placated. Hence a new 

genuinely collective and consensual policy-making process was estab¬ 

lished. Powerful politicians had a real degree of autonomy and a steady 

and regular enhancing of their budgets. There was a great increase in 

the use of technical experts in science, industry and the making of 



56 The Growth and Decay of the Soviet Union 

policy. Many of Khrushchev’s schemes were called ‘harebrained’ and 

undone in 1965 - a popular move. The two-fold division of the Party 

was abolished and the agricultural reforms abandoned in favour of a 

strengthened Ministry of Agriculture. The remaining local ministries 

were dissolved and the industrial system was largely recentralized with 

some modifications. 

A marked change came over incentives policy with a greater em¬ 

phasis on material benefits immediately rather than the promise of 

future rewards. Instead of the objective of transforming society em¬ 

phasis was placed on economic achievement, especially with regard 

to consumer goods. There was more reliance on expertise and less 

on the effect of a charismatic leader. While Khrushchev had empha¬ 

sized the need for the Soviet Union to catch up with the West, 

Brezhnev proclaimed the superiority of the Soviet Union and the 

deficiencies of capitalism. Overall, emphasis was placed on moder¬ 

ate rather than radical expectations. Critics such as the Chinese 

said that Brezhnev had substituted material prosperity for the goal 
of Communism. 

The Economy 

There were major successes in the economic policy area during the 

Brezhnev period, but they were achieved alongside severe problems. 

The Soviet standard of living doubled and foreign trade tripled. But the 

high growth rates achieved in the Khrushchev era could not be sus¬ 

tained and, towards the end annual growth slowed to 3-5 per cent. 

The command economy which hitherto had been considered to work 

well, in spite of difficulties, was now inefficient and wasteful, with slow 

technical progress, poor information flows and unbalanced plans. The 

decline in the growth rate coincided with rising consumer expectations 

and continuing problems with the quantity and quality of consumer 

goods. The emphasis on heavy industry seemed more and more out¬ 

dated as the western economies moved towards high technology, 

service-based societies. The Soviet economy lagged far behind the 

West in electronic, computer-based technology, and needed to import 

much of this from the West (unless the West forbade this for security 

reasons). Agriculture remained a serious problem in spite of high 

investment. To sustain the expectations of an improved standard of 

living required greater imports of grain and consumer goods, mainly 

from the West. Agricultural productivity remained low, far lower than 

western levels. The desire to increase rural wages but hold prices 

constant meant ever-growing food subsidies which, by the end of the 

Brezhnev period, had reached the staggering figure of over 20 billion 
roubles. 
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Foreign Policy 

Brezhnev and his fellow leaders attempted to move away from the 

failures of Khrushchev and to create a positive long-term framework for 

Soviet-American relations {detente). In this they were only partially 

successful. They did achieve military parity with the West in the 1970s, 

signed the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaties (SALT I and SALT II), 

improved trade and economic integration with the West, and made 

major political gains through the Helsinki Accords (on co-operation 

and civil rights) in 1975 - without actually implementing them in the 

sense expected by the West. But none of this could hide the fundamen¬ 

tal clash of interests and perceptions between the two superpowers. 

By the late 1970s and early 1980s these had brought the period of 

dkente to an end. The emergence of a new Cold War demonstrated the 

major failure of Brezhnev’s foreign policies. The far greater political 

and military resources of the United States, its western allies and 

China were mobilized against the Soviet Union. It was essential for 

Brezhnev’s successors to extricate the country from this position. 

From December 1979 the country had been involved in a war in 

Afghanistan. The intention was to defeat opposition to the pro-Soviet 

regime and to strengthen the Soviet frontier. The war lasted for eight 

years, involving half a million men, of whom nearly 10 per cent (ac¬ 

cording to official figures) became casualties. Although United States 

casualties in Vietnam had been three times as great, the war assumed 

great importance and engendered considerable discontent in the Soviet 

Union. Public opinion turned against the war and the legitimacy and 

authority of the Soviet system, already weakening, was further under¬ 

mined. It was also very damaging to the Soviet Union’s political stand¬ 

ing in the West and the Third World. The withdrawal which followed 

Gorbachev’s accession was an acknowledgement of defeat, and the 

Communist government of Afghanistan, which was supposed to be 

threatened, survived for some years. 

Administrative Reform 

Brezhnev never appealed to the masses over the heads of the elite or 

threatened the elite with the spectre of mass discontent as Khrushchev 

had been known to do. He aimed at administrative efficiency but with 

accommodation and consensus towards officials, replacing punishment 

with attention to their wishes. Soviet officials wanted political status, 

job security and stable expectations. In return they had to be more 

responsive to the public. Like Khrushchev (and Gorbachev), Brezhnev 

wanted to maintain the leading role of the Party, which he saw as 

emphasizing culture and welfare as well as economics, as protecting 
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national as opposed to local interests and as initiating new programmes 

and new values to counter bureaucratic conservatism. The Prime 

Minister, Alexei Kosygin, had a different emphasis, placing more 

weight on consumer goods rather than the development of agriculture, 

on the general public rather than elites and wanting more decentrali¬ 

zation than Brezhnev. At the same time, however, repression of dis¬ 

senters was intensified after the relative relaxation under Khrushchev. 

Overall, a more empirical and open-ended approach was adopted 

although there was no change in authority relationships. From De¬ 

cember 1977 onwards there was a reversion to the encouragement of 

reforms and economic experiments. Brezhnev hoped that all this would 

increase his authority and keep his critics off-balance. He took steps to 

consolidate his formal power, being made a Marshal of the Soviet 

Union in 1976 and Chairman of the Praesidium of the Supreme Soviet 

(head of state) in 1977. He removed opponents from the Politburo and 

installed supporters such as Konstantin Chernenko and Vladimir 

Tikhonov. In 1980 Kosygin died and the pro-Brezhnev Tikhonov 

became Chairman of the Council of Ministers in his place. 

Dissent 

Many leading poets, novelists and historians stayed in the country after 

the Revolution. Their influence remained until the 1970s, in spite of 

persecution, as in Stalin’s ‘anti-cosmopolitan’ campaign of the 1940s 

and 1950s. Soviet dissent rested largely on the survival, against all 

odds, of this Russian intelligentsia. Intelligentsia is a Russian phenom¬ 

enon. Developing in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, it 

was a movement of educated, morally sensitive Russians opposed to an 
obscurantist Church and oppressive state. 

They believed in personal and political liberty, in the removal of irra¬ 
tional social inequalities and in truth, which they identified to some 
degree with scientific progress. They held a view of enlightenment which 
they associated with Western liberalism and democracy. 

The intelligentsia, for the most part, consisted of members of the 
professions. The best known were the writers - all the great names (even 
Dostoyevsky in his younger days) were in various degrees and fashions 
engaged in the fight for freedom. It was the descendants of these people 
who were largely responsible for making the February Revolution of 
1917. Some of its members who believed in extreme measures took part 
in the suppression of this revolution and the establishment of Soviet 
communism in Russia, and later elsewhere. In due course the intelligent¬ 
sia was by degrees systematically destroyed, but it did not wholly perish. 
(Berlin, 1990, p. 149) 
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Kargarlitsky (Tolz, 1991) has drawn attention to the differ¬ 

ences between these ‘old dissidents’, descended from the pre-rev¬ 

olutionary intelligentsia, and those whose parents were often active 

Bolsheviks and who themselves initially accepted the Soviet system 

as the best existing one. The ‘pre-revolutionary’ group saw the Bol¬ 

sheviks as an alien force in Russian history but too strong to be 

opposed. They concentrated on their scholarly or scientific careers, 

which were often international in scope. They would sometimes op¬ 

pose the authorities on particular matters but not in a general rejec¬ 

tion of the official ideology. Those who originally supported the system 

had their eyes opened by the Twentieth Party Congress when 

Khrushchev made his ‘Secret Speech’ concerning Stalin’s crimes 

against the Party. They reacted very strongly because, for them, Sov¬ 

iet power was not an alien force but something they and their parents 

had created and supported. For that reason, therefore, their demands 

for change were indignant and strong. Andrei Sakharov, who died 

at the end of 1989, and Alexander Solzhenitsyn are examples of those 

who grew up enthusiastic for the Soviet regime only to be bitterly 

disillusioned. 

After the relatively limited relaxation of the Khrushchev period 

there was a tightening up, with significant criticism of Stalin now 

forbidden. Symbolic of the change in atmosphere were the trials of 

the writers Andrei Sinyavsky and Yuli Daniel in 1966 and Yuri 

Galanskov and Alexander Ginsburg in 1968. These evoked much 

protest at home and abroad but were clearly intended to signify that 

the Brezhnev regime would not tolerate dissent at the levels it had 

reached under Khrushchev. Sinyavsky and Daniel were arrested 

in September 1965, less than a year after Khrushchev was deposed. 

The charges were that they had published their work abroad under 

pseudonyms, and that they were disseminating anti-Soviet propa¬ 

ganda, a violation of Article 70 of the Criminal Code. But the trial 

was widely seen as an attack on all uncensored writing and a warning 

to all their colleagues. The Galanskov and Ginsburg affair was the 

subject of a famous appeal by Andrei Sakharov to the Party Cen¬ 

tral Committee. It proved to be the action that began his long perse¬ 

cution. 

The late 1960s also saw a burgeoning of a lively dissenting cam¬ 

paign, the so-called Democratic Movement. The trials of important 

literary figures such as Sinyavsky and Daniel and the proclamation of 

1968 as Universal Human Rights Year were the spur to a movement 

which aimed at furthering human rights and the rule of law. The 

movement also wanted to get rehabilitation and compensation for 

Stalin’s victims or their dependants, and the fostering of a more ra¬ 

tional application of the country’s scientific expertise. The unifying 
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factor was advocating (and practising) an adherence to the law and the 

liberalization of its interpretation (which was a contrast to the violent 

activity of nineteenth-century Russian dissidents). The movement con¬ 

centrated on political and legal freedoms. Little was said about the 

economic and social rights of workers. 

The movement failed because it violated important requirements 

of the political culture. That, together with the emphasis on communi¬ 

cating with public opinion abroad, in the hope of getting foreign 

governments to put pressure on the Soviet authorities, made it difficult 

to sustain alliances. It failed to activate the foreign governments effec¬ 

tively, overestimating its influence and the effect of its efforts both on 

third parties and on the Soviet authorities, and was open to charges of 

disloyalty. The authorities gradually tightened up their control by 

infiltrating, dividing its members and suppressing their activities. Dis¬ 

sent did not die out but remained relatively weak until Gorbachev’s 

time. 

A sustained achievement of the Democratic Movement was 

samizdat, the publication of unauthorized material by unofficial means. 

Its best-known publication was The Chronicle of Current Events: liberal, 

reformist, gradualist and sceptical of ‘revolution’. In its economic 

outlook the publication was less clear, but adopted a more or less 

liberal-socialist line. It was clearly hostile to Slavophile, chauvinist and 

fascist groups, although defending the right of free speech. A striking 

feature of the Chronicle was its lack of editorializing. For the most part 

it tried to present straight news unavailable in the official media. Its 

correspondents were very widespread throughout the Soviet Union, 

and often in responsible jobs. There were a number of imitations of 

the Chronicle, notably in Ukraine, Lithuania and among the Jewish 
community. 

In 1978 a mining engineer and local trade union organizer, 

Vladimir Klebanov, founded the Free Trade Union Association of 

Soviet Working People after long and unproductive efforts to get a 

response from the authorities. Its members aimed to correct abuses in 

what they considered a basically good system and their original criti¬ 

cisms were based on their workplace experience: overbearing man¬ 

agement, incompetence, dishonesty and corruption. But it also 

involved claims for the right to strike, to emigrate and to show soli¬ 

darity with workers in the West. The association was ruthlessly crushed 

and its leaders sent to prison or to psychiatric hospitals. Considerable 

dissenting activity was also generated by religious groups and national¬ 

ists. While some dissenting groups had an increasingly difficult time 

(including the churches) the Jews and the Germans fared differently. 

Internal protests by these groups, together with international pressure, 

resulted in their large-scale emigration. But, from 1980 to 1982, as 
dkente crumbled, this, too, was severely curtailed. 
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Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Andrei Sakharov 

Alexander Solzhenitsyn achieved prominence when Khrushchev sanc¬ 
tioned the publication of his novel of life in the Gulag. He single- 
mindedly fought the system, smuggling his writings abroad in the belief 
that the West, through its broadcasts, could reach the Soviet public and 
encourage the growth of a critical public opinion. He fought the Soviet 
regime with a spiritual intensity drawn from what he perceived as the 
Slavic soul. On being deported to the West he became disillusioned 
and disappointed with the West’s acquiescence in the Brezhnev regime. 
He saw the West as being untrue to its own principles, because it was 
a culture where man was losing God. Western influence was, for him, 
alien to the Slavic world. 

The other great dissident of this period, Andrei Sakharov, like 
Solzhenitsyn, had as a young man been a supporter of the Soviet 
regime. He was immersed in outstanding scientiflc work concerned 
with nuclear weapons. Doubts about the use to which these weapons 
might be put developed throughout the 1950s, and he came to realize 
the priority of ethical and political questions over the technical, military 
and economic. His life as a dissident began in Khrushchev’s time and 
extended throughout the Brezhnev period, sustained by his wife, Elena 
Bonner. It embraced many causes but ended his scientiflc career. In 
contrast to Solzhenitsyn, Sakharov had the clear intellect of a rational 
humanist. He supported the highest values of western thought. 

Later Developments against Dissidents 

After a period of stabilization by the Soviet authorities, a time of 
relative repression started in 1972. Solzhenitsyn was deported to the 
West, while Sakharov was eventually exiled to Gorky. It was directed at 
the reactionary right as well as at liberals, and the Russian National 
Movement was crushed. The holding of the Olympic Games in Mos¬ 
cow in 1980 was an opportunity for a further crackdown. Organiza¬ 
tions were shut down (including Christian groups, and those 
monitoring the abuse of psychiatry and the implementation of the 
Helsinki Accords). The reasons for this tough policy included the 
decline of Brezhnev’s influence and a drive by KGB chief Yuri 
Andropov (later to succeed Brezhnev as General Secretary) against 
dissidents and corruption. Differences among dissidents again 
emerged, with Roy Medvedev, a historian, criticizing Sakharov for 
being too pro-western and Solzhenitsyn for being too nostalgic about 
the Russian past. Medvedev remained socialist in his views and was 
never imprisoned, exiled or deported in spite of some outspoken 
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comments. Under Gorbachev he resisted the fundamental reform of 

the Communist Party’s position in the political system. 

The advent of Gorbachev as General Secretary soon gave rise to 

hopeful signs. The dissident movement provided the idealistic roots of 

the growth of civic awareness under glasnost, above all in its fight for 

freedom of speech regardless of a person’s political views. Sakharov’s 

exile in Gorky was revoked by Gorbachev personally in 1986, the poet 

Yevgenii Yevtushenko published a plea for freedom from censorship 

and more honest writing, while many dissidents were released. A 

dramatic development was the replacement of the old conservative 

leadership by a new radical one at both the Union of Writers and the 

Union of Cinema Workers. 

The Brezhnev Regime Disintegrates 

By the early 1980s Brezhnev’s health was declining rapidly. Years of 

‘stability’ had taken its toll on the country. Stagnation was deteriorating 

into disintegration. The hlat (an elaborate system of reciprocal favours) 

which had kept the economy more or less going over the years had 

degenerated into plain corruption. The command structure had begun 

to decay, with orders being ignored. In some sectors of the economy 

and areas of the country ‘feudal barons’ appeared, building wealthy 

private empires based on exploitation and expropriation of state 

property, crime and (sometimes physical) intimidation of workers and 

other citizens. There was a series of corruption scandals, which came 

close to Brezhnev’s own family, and much jockeying for position 

among the rivals for the succession (Remnick, 1992, pp. 45-50). His 

ultimate successor, Andropov, had himself transferred from head of the 

KGB to the Party secretariat (from which the new Party Secretary was 

likely to be chosen) some months before Brezhnev’s death. 
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The Surge of Reform 

Societal Changes in the Soviet Union 

The death of Brezhnev in November 1982 generated considerable 

anticipation of fundamental reforms that had been long delayed. Soviet 

society had altered significantly since Stalin’s time and reform seemed 

not only desirable but urgent. Aspects of this ‘quiet revolution’ in¬ 

cluded the fact that, by the 1960s, over half the Soviet population was 

urbanized, while in the 1970s there was a great increase in the number 

of white collar and highly qualified workers. The younger generation 

was more individualistic than its predecessors and more aware and 

appreciative of the West, both of its values and its material rewards. 

Moreover, it was increasingly obvious that the Soviet Union was not 

catching up with the standard of living in the West, nor could it keep 

up with technological advances or continue to sustain the arms race. In 

the later Brezhnev years, liberal Soviet sociologists, many of whom 

were working in Siberian research institutes, wrote about changes in 

Soviet society. Studying the results of the first Soviet opinion polls in 

sixty years, they found a decline in Soviet-style patriotism, in respect 

for socialist and Leninist values, and in allegiance to Party and state. 

They pointed to increases in juvenile delinquency, evasions of military 

service and other ‘immoral’ activities as a sign of a crisis in values. A 

decline in the attractiveness of public service careers and a shift to 

‘individualistic’ lucrative private occupations, combined with respond¬ 

ents’ expressed desire to get rich, seemed to herald a fundamental 

transformation in attitudes and social organization (Getty, 1990, pp. 

16, 18). 

Andropov 

Yuri Andropov was very quickly chosen by the Politburo as General 

Secretary of the CPSU to succeed Brezhnev. Chernenko had been 
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thought of as the natural successor to Brezhnev, but Andropov was 

probably seen as having superior qualities; others were too old, too 

narrow in their interests or (like Gorbachev) too young. He was ten 

years older than Khrushchev or Brezhnev had been on their accession 

and his health was poor. Therefore he knew that he probably had little 

time in which to make an impact. He was faced with the same increas¬ 

ingly worrying economic situation as Brezhnev. By 1982 high levels of 

corruption and inefficiency as well as low labour morale were seriously 

limiting growth. He started by launching an anti-corruption campaign 

and demanding major changes in the Party and government, relying on 

a number of men who were to become prominent later, notably 

Gorbachev and Ryzhkov. He also tried to tighten up work discipline, 

his most headline-catching move being to send police into shops to ask 

why shoppers were not at work. 

An important area was agriculture, significant because it was an 

ongoing problem in the Soviet Union and agricultural initiatives were 

popular with the public. Politically, regional secretaries were responsi¬ 

ble for agriculture and Andropov needed their support. But the rate of 

increase in agricultural expenditure had decreased since 1979. Inevita¬ 

bly, his priority was domestic rather than foreign and defence policy. 

However, he attempted to improve relations with the United States. 

Despite this, 1983 was one of the worst years of the new Cold War. 

The problem also affected relations with Western and Eastern Europe. 

The failure to prevent the deployment of American missiles in Western 

Europe led to East Germany, Czechoslovakia and others joining some 

western countries in expressing anxiety over the placing of missiles on 

their soil, and over the economic effects of heightened tension. There 

was strong public support in Eastern Europe for better relations with 

the West and for arms negotiations. They often spoke of a ‘European 

community of interest’ regardless of ideology. Thus disarray among the 

Eastern Europeans was evident by the beginning of 1984 and pointed 

to the increasing unreality of trying to keep them subservient. Overall, 

foreign policy and defence problems mounted during Andropov’s short 

period in office and he left many unresolved issues for his successors. 

His health steadily deteriorated during the summer of 1983 and after 

September he was never again seen in public. He had little more than 

fourteen months in power and was ill most of the time. He died in 
February 1984. 

Chernenko 

On Andropov s death Konstantin Chernenko, a Brezhnev protege, at 

last succeeded, to the surprise of many in the West, where it was 

thought his opportunity had passed with the succession of Andropov. 
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His elevation did not mean a return to Brezhnevian conservatism. 

There were now too many influential younger men in the Politburo. 

Nevertheless there was a serious dispute on Chernenko’s succession. 

Unlike on the accession of Andropov there was a delay before his 

appointment was announced. Despite having been Brezhnev’s con- 

Adant and chief of staff for over thirty years, he lacked the experience, 

youth or intelligence to cope with the demanding situation now facing 

the Soviet Union. But the old guard knew he would not challenge their 

power or launch many new initiatives. Gorbachev was another matter; 

he was Chernenko’s number two man, leading the Politburo in his 

absences and taking full advantage of his position. Like Brezhnev, 

Chernenko was a firm believer in detente abroad. He was not a friend of 

the military and was more concerned with domestic unrest than foreign 

danger, although he managed to improve relations with the United 

States and Western Europe. But his period of office was so short that 

all policies and activities reflected its transitional nature. There were 

signs of division in the Politburo and of a continuous succession 

struggle. His health deteriorated suddenly and he died in March 1985 

after only thirteen months in office. 

Gorbachev 

With the appointment of Mikhail Gorbachev as Party Secretary, a 

highly intelligent, well-educated man from a new post-war generation, 

the moment for change had at last arrived. There was no delay in 

electing him as Party Secretary. It is thought that he was supported by 

the KGB (Rahr, 1987b). Under Brezhnev the nation-wide Party bu¬ 

reaucracy had grown in influence. Gorbachev aimed to restore the 

authority of the centre and of the General Secretary. A remarkable 

feature of his early months was the biggest turnover of Party personnel 

since the 1930s, all the way down the hierarchy. But this was not a 

complete turnover. Many of the old elite remained for some time (for 

example, in the KGB, in Ukraine and in the military-industrial min¬ 

istries) and some of the new appointees were quite old. Local officials 

were now frequently rotated to Moscow for a spell before taking up 

secretary posts. In this way they could be vetted and briefed. The 

introduction of contested elections and the limitation of holding office 

for two five-year terms only was intended to help avoid regional sec¬ 

retaries virtually appointing their own successors and creating local 

patronage networks. The overall influence of the Party in Moscow 

declined after its leader, Victor Grishin, was removed. In all this 

Gorbachev had the great advantage of being appointed a year before 

the Twenty-seventh Party Congress was due to be held, so giving him 

time to install numbers of his supporters before the Congress met. 
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From Dissent to Opposition: Glasnost Takes Effect 

Soon there were hopeful signs that alternative opinions would be given 

expression. A landmark was the agreement reached at the Vienna 

Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe in 1989 which, at 

that time, had thirty-five states as members. The Soviet Union made 

important concessions and Gorbachev, commenting on the agreement, 

said, ‘We demand no privileges, no exemption from rules which are 

mandatory for all’ (Keesing’s, 1989, p. 36413). 

The Soviet Union got agreement to hold a human rights confer¬ 

ence in Moscow in 1991. Some saw this as premature or a sell-out, but 

the approval was conditional on the Soviet Union keeping to its under¬ 

takings. This put pressure on Gorbachev to keep up the momentum on 

human rights. Nothing similar was linked to the original Helsinki 

Accords in 1975, and the Brezhnev regime made little effort to observe 

them. Among other things, the conditions for the 1991 conference 

included the release of all political prisoners and prisoners of con¬ 

science, exit visas for ‘refusniks’ (Jews wanting to emigrate) and 

changes in the criminal code to abolish or amend political and religious 

articles, effective guarantees of free speech, freedom to emigrate, and 

judicial independence in addition to no going back on changes already 
made. 

The Soviet Union claimed that all prisoners convicted of political 

and religious crimes had been released, but western sources still had 

doubts about a small number of cases. Emigration from the Soviet 

Union increased dramatically (but not for those deemed to hold state 

secrets). Thousands of ethnic Germans, Greeks and Jews emigrated 

and the first Soviet Jewish Cultural Centre opened in Moscow. Jam¬ 

ming of western radio broadcasts ended. Amnesty International was 

invited to visit the Soviet Union. A new criminal code was put into 

preparation which was intended to reduce prison sentences and limit 

the use of, or even abolish, the death penalty. The ancient sentence of 

internal exile was to be abolished. Changes in the 1977 Constitution 

were envisaged which would have enshrined extended rights and 

freedoms of the individual. But the penal code was still to retain an 

article against ‘socially dangerous acts, damaging to the economic and 

political system of the Soviet Union’. All this had to be reconsidered 

afresh in each republic after the Soviet Union’s demise. 

The Rehabilitation of Solzhenitsyn 

A number of exiled Soviet dissidents had their citizenship rights re¬ 

stored, the most notable being Alexander Solzhenitsyn. In July 1989 

the Writers’ Union voted to readmit him and asked the Supreme Soviet 
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to restore his citizenship. It also voted for the publication of 

Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago. In September 1990 (a month after 

receiving back his citizenship) Solzhenitsyn published a manifesto in 

the newspaper, Komsomolskaya Pravda entitled ‘Rebuilding Russia’ 

(English version, Solzhenitsyn, 1991). He called for a pan-Slav state to 

replace the Soviet Union. It would be a Russian union made up of 

Russia, Belorussia, Ukraine and the northern part of Kazakhstan 

(largely inhabited by Russians). The other republics would be given full 

independence and he was against internationalist expansionism. The 

article began by stating that time had finally run out for Communism. 

But, ‘its concrete edifice has not yet crumbled. May we not be crushed 

beneath its rubble instead of gaining liberty’ (p. 9). He went on to 

complain that. 

The Iron Curtain of yesterday gave our country superb protection 

against all the positive features of the West: against the West’s civil 

liberties, its respect for the individual, its freedom of personal activity, its 

high level of general welfare, its spontaneous charitable movements. But 

the Curtain did not reach all the way to the bottom, permitting the 

continuous seepage of liquid manure - the self-indulgent and squalid 

‘mass popular culmre’, the utterly vulgar fashions, and the by-products 

of immoderate publicity - all of which our deprived young people have 

greedily absorbed, (p. 40) 

He attacked western electoral politics and television campaigning, 

and called for a return to ‘the democracy of small areas’ with special 

emphasis on rural councils: ‘It decidedly does not depend on Moscow, 

Petrograd, Kiev, and Minsk whether our country will flourish economi¬ 

cally; that depends on the provinces’ (p. 37). 
While the national president would be elected by popular suffrage, 

the local councils based on the pre-revolutionary model {zemstvos) 

would elect regional councils, which would, in turn, elect the national 

legislature. One chamber of ‘an experienced and highly educated 

minority’ would have to ‘create an impediment to the unchecked 

spread of democracy’ (p. 85). 
He wanted to abolish the much disliked propiska, the residency 

permit which severely restricted people’s ability to move to the town in 

which they wished to live. On economic freedom he asserted the 

fundamental principle that ‘there can be no independent citizen with¬ 

out private property’ (p. 33). 
While some saw Solzhenitsyn simply as a reactionary, others 

thought of him as raising the vital question of whether Russian na¬ 

tionalism could be democratized. Gorbachev answered him in the 

Supreme Soviet: 

He is without doubt a great man. As for Solzhenitsyn the politician, his 

views are alien to me. I feel myself a democrat, more inclined to radical 
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views ... As a Russian I resolutely disagree with Solzhenitsyn’s position 

as regards other nationalities. It is not respectful, to put it mildly. (Rettie, 

1990d) 

In general, Solzhenitsyn’s article was received lukewarmly by both 

conservatives and radicals. His views (for example, the rejection of 

empire and criticism of the Orthodox Church) did not please the 

extreme right, while many felt that he was out of touch with the 

prevailing situation in the Soviet Union and had unrealistic political 

views. 

Abuses of Psychiatry 

At the East-West Conference on Humam Rights in January 1989 

Fyodor Burlatsky, head of the Soviet Committee on Humanitarian Co¬ 

operation and Human Rights, said that he had failed to get clear 

answers from the Soviet government on the cases of people allegedly 

sent to psychiatric hospitals for political reasons. Nevertheless, the 

conference recognized that much progress had been made. Permission 

had been obtained for foreign psychiatrists to visit Soviet hospitals 

and examine patients. This visit took place when a team of United 

States psychiatrists arrived in March 1989. Their initial reaction was 

cautious and their final report was crucial in deciding whether Soviet 

psychiatrists were to be readmitted to the World Psychiatric As¬ 

sociation from which they were expelled in 1983, and also to a United 

States confirmation of its provisional agreement to attend the Moscow 

Human Rights Conference in 1991.* The co-operation which the 

American psychiatrists got was patchy. There appears to have been 

a struggle between the Foreign Ministry, which wanted an open, 

informative approach, and the Mimistry of Health, which had things 
to hide. 

An Independent Soviet Association of Psychiatrists was against the 

readmission of the Soviet Union to the world body. It alleged that, 

although progress had been made, the mechanism remained in place by 

which a person could be detained for psychiatric treatment because of 

his or her political views. Fyodor Burlatsky, a distinguished journalist, 

said that an appeals system was needed as well as the abolition of such 

diagnoses as ‘social delusions’ and ‘sluggish schizophrenia’.^ Yuri 

Reshetov, head of the Foreign Ministry’s humanitarian affairs depart¬ 

ment, said that decrees passed in 1988 protected the rights of mental 

patients and gave them a right of appeal. However, an article in 

Kommunist written by two lawyers severely criticized these decrees, 

ridiculing them as nothing but ‘declarations and promises which are at 
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times tmclear’. The World Psychiatric Association provisionally re¬ 

admitted the Soviet Union to the association at the end of March 1989. 

Political Demonstrations 

In 1988 new rules on public demonstrations had been introduced 

which many thought were unduly restrictive. Gorbachev defended the 

rules in a meeting with intellectuals in January 1989. He said that only 

7 per cent of recent requests had been refused and he pointed to the 

violence in Azerbaijan and Armenia as a justification for the rules. 

Nevertheless, the feeling persisted that the government was anxious to 

control demonstrations within narrow parameters. Evidence was pro¬ 

duced that local soviets in some parts of the country were introducing 

tight conditions in an attempt to play down the impact of meetings. 

There were regional contrasts. A political meeting of 10,000 people in 

Lithuania would be tolerated while in Moscow, Leningrad or other 

republics it might not be. The Democratic Union, a group to promote 

glasnost and perestroika, was often given rough treatment. In March a 

Democratic Union rally in Mayakovsky Square was dispersed by the 

police but, noticeably, passers-by joined in to support the protesters. 

Only a few years before dissident protests were met at best with 

indifference fi'om passing citizens, at worst with outright hostility. Now 

there was a groundswell of support for outspoken criticism even when 

it went beyond the limits of permitted glasnost. This was partly because 

people felt less afraid and partly because the flood of revelations in 

recent years had shaken people’s faith in the righmess of the system 

itself. 
In February 1990 the Central Committee issued a strong warning 

that some planned nation-wide demonstrations could lead to chaos and 

‘civil confrontation’. Whether this was a genuine fear of things getting 

out of hand or merely a ploy by Gorbachev to strengthen his campaign 

to get elected as executive president was not clear. A dramatic demon¬ 

stration took place at the 1990 traditional May Day parade. Gorbachev 

and the assembled Politburo were hissed and booed by 10,000 dem¬ 

onstrators ranging fi*om the monarchists to Stalinists and leftist radi¬ 

cals. The parade was organized, for the first time, by the official trade 

unions, and they allowed citizens to join in on condition that their 

banners ‘did not run counter to the constitution or call for violence’. 

They were unprepared for the demonstration that followed. Shortly 

after this, a group of deputies in the Supreme Soviet brought in a bill 

giving harsh sentences to people who ‘insult the President in public or 

slander him’. The bill was substantially amended in the Supreme 

Soviet. It was made clear that criticisms of the President’s policies were 
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not an offence, and that insults were punishable only if expressed ‘in an 

indecent way’. 

The Uzbekistan Investigation 

Some felt that another affair was also linked with an attempt to turn 

people against the reformers. Two deputies, the prosecutors Telman 

Gdlyan and Nikolai Ivanov, were expelled from the Party. For six years 

they had been investigating corruption in Uzbekistan. They were of¬ 

ficially supported, so long as their accusations involved only local 

officials, but they lost their posts in 1989 when they accused the 

Politburo member and leading conservative, Yegor Ligachev, of in¬ 

volvement. They themselves were alleged to have used undue pressure 

on wimesses, detained suspects’ relatives and to have allowed bribe 

takers to go free in exchange for information. The pair had widespread 

popular support. Although many believed they may have exceeded 

their powers, it was pointed out that many people had fabricated cases 

against dissidents over the last thirty years, held them without trial, and 

not been removed from their jobsj let alone been expelled from the 

Party. In the event, the Supreme Soviet rejected a call for criminal 

proceedings against the two investigators and suggested instead that 

the discredited former local Party leaders be investigated. But deputies 

agreed to a dismissal of the two from their investigative posts and 

demanded the dismissal of officials who had failed to curb the inves¬ 
tigators’ alleged excesses. 

Disappointment for the Opposition 

In spite of constraints and controversies, great changes occurred. The 

problem was that the improvements did not rest on firm legal foun¬ 

dations. The Stalinist system of internal passports and strictly con¬ 

trolled rights of residence was still nominally in force. There was still an 

element of censorship. Members of the government were at first rarely 

criticized openly in the press. It caused a sensation when the Minister 

of Land Reclamation and Water Resources, Nikolai Vasilyev, was 

lampooned in the satirical magazine Krokodil. Newly elected leaders, 

too, showed sensitivity to criticism. An increasing number of former 

dissidents became disillusioned with Gorbachev. The feeling was that 

his words had been taken too much at their face value. Elena Bonner 
(the widow of Andrei Sakharov) wrote, 

Gorbachev proclaimed the need iov perestroika, for reconstruction, but 

no one asked what he was going to build. Gorbachev’s words - ‘demo- 
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cratic and humane socialism’ - were taken from the past. There was no 

more substantive content in them than there was in the slogans ‘social¬ 

ism - the first phase of communism’ and ‘developed Socialism’. 

(Bonner, 1990) 

The death of Sakharov in December 1989 had added to the feeling 

of disintegration among radicals. He was joint leader of the Inter¬ 

regional Group of Deputies in tactical alliance with Yeltsin, the nearest 

thing in the Supreme Soviet to an opposition party. The Inter-regional 

Group had been formed because radicals failed to secure adequate 

parliamentary representation in the March 1989 elections to the Con¬ 

gress of People’s Deputies and the Supreme Soviet, although Soviet 

opinion polls showed that the group potentially had a large amount of 

popular support. Thus the group’s existence seemed to be crucial to 

perestroika and the democratization of the Soviet Union. But many 

wondered how long this odd alliance of intellectuals and populists 

could stay together. 

For the future, it seemed that opposition would most likely have to 

be expressed in a developing party system. Dissidents - in the sense of 

people who oppose the existing regime - would be those of the ‘right’ 

(for example, Pamyat, monarchists) and ‘left’ (old-style Stalinists, an¬ 

archists) whose role would be marginal to mainstream politics. If 

democracy took hold, the great issues of human rights and social 

reform which were upheld by dissidents in the post-Stalin period would 

in future become party issues, openly discussed and campaigned for. 

However, the economic, nationalist and political crises facing the 

Soviet Union meant that the rights of opposition could not be taken for 

granted. 

Perestroika 

Gorbachev had identified the key elements of his strategy; returning 

real power to the soviets, and stripping the managerial-industrial elite 

of many of its functions, while creating competing centres of power in 

factories and co-operatives. He was also determined to separate the 

Party from economic management. But could he demonstrate to a 

sceptical public that social and economic life would indeed change 

significantly? Discipline and order involved an attack on the problems 

of alcoholism, crime, corruption and privilege. Although the privileges 

of Party officials were denounced there was still ambiguity on the 

matter, with Ligachev (regarded as second in command to Gorbachev) 

defending them. There was disagreement over whether poor produc¬ 

tivity was the result of human failings (caution, laziness and corrup¬ 

tion) or technical difficulties (poor investment and planning). 
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Gorbachev stressed the latter until the Twenty-seventh Party Congress 

and then went over to stressing incentives (quoting Lenin and citing 

the NEP). He stopped short of advocating the market mechanism but 

more and more emphasized the need for reform. 

In the first instance, Gorbachev’s perestroika aimed to revitalize the 

economy and restore social discipline in a pragmatic way. Problems 

here included the fact that restructuring the economy interfered with 

growth, and technological innovation interfered with consumer wel¬ 

fare. Gorbachev was going for growth and primarily relying on restored 

discipline and order to sustain productivity. There was a flourishing 

‘second’ (private) economy in the Soviet Union, illegal and contrary to 

socialist principles. The problem was that the ‘first’ economy relied on 

it. The first steps to doing something about this was to legalize co¬ 

operatives and family businesses, although they were seriously ham¬ 

pered by regulations and high taxes (as well as gravely compromised by 
protection rackets). 

Major obstacles remained and were worsening. The biggest prob¬ 

lem was conservatism and inertia in the Party and managerial-in¬ 

dustrial bureaucracy. Managers had a direct interest in opposing 

decentralization and a shift to cost-accounting because their power was 

threatened. In many industrial towns in central Russia, Ukraine and 

Siberia there was an industrial mono-culture, a single huge factory 

which ran the place like a company town and controlled everyone from 

the local party secretary to the municipal authorities. Then there was 

the difficulty of switching from a centrally run economy to a mixture of 

market and plan. What seemed right on paper might be politically very 

hard to implement. Russian and Soviet history provided few examples 

of successful entrepreneurial or political culture. There had been a 

struggle with the planners and four draft’s of the Twelfth Five Year 

Plan were rejected. In the end a compromise was reached. Gorbachev 

tried to build consensus by emphasizing both change and stability. He 

had also been trying to split the opposition by rewarding some and 

punishing others. But it was clear that divergent views were to be foimd 

at the top, and Ligachev was understood to be the most prominent of 

the more cautious members. Only in October 1988 was he removed 

from the influential post in charge of ideology, to that for agriculture. 

Glasnost and Democracy 

Gorbachev proclaimed that economic and social reform could not 

work without more glasnost, that is, openness and democracy. But what 

he meant by democracy is a matter of some debate. Certainly it did not 

originally mean the institutional set-up of a multiplicity of parties 

competing for office; the CPSU was to retain its unique and leading 
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role. Answering questions on Soviet television in February 1989 he 

denounced the idea of a multi-party system as ‘politically and theoreti¬ 

cally unsound’, and stressed in strong terms the need for the Party to 

retain its leading role. In the 1989 election campaign the conservative 

Ligachev also came out for a ‘free dialogue and open comparison 

between different viewpoints’ as long as the one-party system was 

maintained. He made it clear that pluralism was only acceptable if it 

‘serves the unification of society in the name of renewing and consoli¬ 

dating socialism’. 

Some commentators, particularly on the political right and among 

the emigre community (see, for example, Paul, 1990) argued that the 

creation of a democratic civil society in the Soviet Union was impossi¬ 

ble unless the ‘totalitarianism’ based on Marxist and Leninist ideology 

was completely destroyed. Such a society, they argued, was incompat¬ 

ible with the development of civil society, because the very purpose of 

its existence was to destroy such a society. They saw the necessity of 

civil war or a total collapse of the economy, with all the chaos and 

suffering that implied, if the Soviet Union was to escape from totalitari¬ 

anism. But by 1989 the situation had indeed been reached where there 

was an upsurge of grass-roots activity, with the burgeoning of ‘infor¬ 

mal’ (that is, not officially approved) groups. They were independent 

of him and hence Gorbachev had been equivocal about such a devel¬ 

opment. Most of these groups may have had no ostensible political 

aims, but some definitely did. They highlighted the tension between 

centralized ‘mobilizational’ policies and participatory local initiatives. 

Achievements 

In spite of the many and increasing difficulties which faced Gorbachev 

and the Soviet Union, it is important to note the significant changes 

which did take place in his early years. From 1985 to 1986 there had 

been a great breakthrough in public debate and criticism. Almost all 

the old taboos went. Emigres were invited back and former dissidents 

such as Andrei Sakharov became prominent political figures. The 

election campaign of March 1989 illustrated the political changes by 

having a multiplicity of candidates, and crowded, highly participatory 

election meetings. The Congress of People’s Deputies and Supreme 

Soviet proved no rubber stamps. The more open mass media gave full 

coverage to independent-minded deputies. A beginning was made in 

the creation of what was officially called a ‘law-based state’. The draft 

penal code aimed to liberalize the system, minimize the category of 

‘political’ crime, and to soften the regime in prison camps. Citizens 

would be able to challenge bureaucratic injustice and delay, and seek 

redress in the courts. There were greater opportunities to go abroad 
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and to emigrate. In many republics Popular Fronts were formed, 

changes were made in the law to safeguard local languages and moves 

towards full economic sovereignty were accepted and approved in 

Moscow. Experiments began in new forms of property and economic 

management. Farms were being put under a lease contract system, so 

that peasants would be able to do almost anything with the land 

(deciding what to grow, where to sell products and how much to 

charge) except sell it for profit. Co-operatives were set up in the service 

sector, and even, hesitatingly, in manufacturing. People could buy their 

homes but not sell them; they could pass them on to their families or 

return them to the state. Profit and loss accounting was encouraged 

instead of fulfilling a rigid plan. Major cuts and reductions in con¬ 

ventional and nuclear weapons were achieved. Soviet troops were 

withdrawn from Afghanistan. At the same time the military’s profes¬ 

sionalism was recognized by encouraging military personnel to join in 

the public debates (Steele, 1989b). 

Conclusion 

In many respects the Soviet Union was not like an Eastern European 

Communist coimtry. It had experienced a longer period of Commu¬ 

nism than they had and some generations had been socialized effec¬ 

tively into support for Marxism-Leninism. The impact of the civil war 

and Stalinist repression had left no room for dissent or for alternative 

ideas to have wide currency. In Eastern Europe elements of a private 

economy had survived to provide the foundations of an alternative 

system. In the Soviet Union there was virtually nothing and people 

were not accustomed to looking to themselves for political and eco¬ 

nomic alternatives, or to taking risks. In these circumstances the tra¬ 

dition of relying on a strong leader to deal with a crisis remained strong. 

Gorbachev wanted reform and quick results, but he had to build 

bridges by emphasizing stability. Hence his message at first was a bit 

ambivalent but this may have been the only realistic approach. He was 

clearly carrying on where Andropov left off but had more definite 

policies. It was still too early to say whether he would succeed, but the 

elite now generally agreed that reform was necessary; they had acquired 

a more realistic and practical attitude than hitherto. The amount of 

reform needed and at what cost was still very controversial but the 

Twenty-seventh Party Congress of February 1986 endorsed his goals. 

Gorbachev started changes the course of which must to some 

extent have been uncertain. Equally uncertain (even if his personal 

hold on office seemed to be secure) was whether Gorbachev could 

continue the pace of reform or whether vested interests or public 

discontent would force him to slow down, or even reverse, his direc- 
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tion. It can perhaps more effectively be argued, in reply to arguments 

from the left, that the problem was not that the central authorities 

remained authoritarian and dominant, but that they had become too 

weak and no longer had the administrative authority able to implement 

reform. Nationalism and criminality were threatening to undermine 

the state entirely, leaving only chaos and strife. Local soviets, with more 

potential power, seemed to be hoarding resources and building their 

own economic networks, often connected to local interests of dubious 

legality and to the bureaucracy. Certainly, political consciousness and 

activity from below was increasing dramatically - but so was disillu¬ 

sionment and cynicism. 

Keane (1990, pp. 340-52) suggested that Gorbachev should not 

be understood as a charismatic leader, but rather as one of a type whose 

function was to contribute to the dismantling of a despotic political 

system by means of state-led liberalization from above. He cited Suarez 

in Spain, Kadar in Hungary, Karamanlis in Greece, and Jaruzelski in 

Poland as examples of the type. But the ‘politics of retreat’ is delicate 

and dangerous. The leaders of such a ‘retreat’ have a major problem of 

legitimacy as they face enemies resisting their reforms and the ingrati¬ 

tude of radical rivals. They inevitably cause uncertainty and confusion, 

while being unable to offer immediate benefits to their supporters. In 

the end they are overwhelmed by the political forces which they un¬ 

leash and are victims of their own success. This analysis of Gorbachev’s 

position proved most prophetic. 

Notes 

1 The Human Rights Conference was held but became overshadowed by the 

crisis overtaking the Soviet Union in 1991. 

2 The Serbsky Institute of Psychiatry in Moscow developed a very broad 

definition of schizophrenia. Under one type known as ‘sluggish schizophre¬ 

nia’ a patient retained abilities to function socially but developed paranoid 

symptoms, which led to the overvaluation of his or her own importance 

and exhibiting grandiose ideas of reforming the world. Schizophrenia was 

considered to remove the patient’s entire responsibility for his or her 

actions and was continuous and irreversible. There was no notion of 

diminished or partial responsibility in Soviet law, so that the diagnosis put 

great power in the psychiatrists’ hands. Since the disease was considered 

‘sluggish’ a person behaving normally could, because of a past record of 

the illness, be diagnosed as still harbouring it. 
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Soviet Government Transformed 

The Organization of Soviet Government 

Before the Gorbachev reforms the authority of the Soviet government 

was vested in the Council of Ministers. But, with more than a hundred 

members, it was too large to exercise real authority and generally met 

about four times a year to hear reports on the progress of the Five Year 

Plan. Its effective authority resided in the Praesidium of the Council of 

Ministers, a much smaller executive body. The chairman was often 

referred to as the Soviet Prime Minister, although he was head of 

government administration rather than political head of government in 

the British sense; that role was taken by the Party General Secretary. 

However, the chairman of the Praesidium of the Council of Ministers 

was always a member of the Communist Party Politburo. Government 

administration was undertaken by a large number of ministries and 

state committees. The difference between the two was not always clear- 

cut but, broadly speaking, ministries related to a single branch of 

government while state committee responsibilities normally cut across 

ministerial boundaries. The state committees best known in the West 

were the KGB (Committee for State Security) and Gosplan (Com¬ 

mittee for State Planning). Ministers were nearly always professional 

administrators and they were not normally shifted from ministry to 

ministry but they could be replaced, promoted or demoted for proven 

ability (or lack of it) and for political reasons. A major role was given to 

scientific staff. Ministries and state committees were supposed to take 

a Party-national view but often lapsed into departmentalism and had 

disputes among themselves (Appendix A) (Smith, 1988, pp. 98-101). 

Over the years there were many changes in the organization of 

Soviet government, but it was clear that the nature of the reforms 

envisaged under perestroika would entail fundamental reorganization. 

In June 1989 a big ministerial shake-up was announced. Ryzhkov, the 

Soviet Prime Minister, said that twenty of fifty-two ministries in 

the industrial, transport and farming sectors would be abolished. The 
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remaining ministries would operate on the basis of minimum interfer¬ 

ence in production methods. ‘We are talking about a completely new 

type of ministry, qualitatively different from what existed before’, 

Ryzhkov explained (Evans, 1989). 

. Law and Order 

Apart from the regular police force (known as the militia) and the KGB 

troops, law and order was in the hands of the troops of the Ministry of 

the Interior (MVD). These were the ones usually sent to deal with 

major outbreaks of trouble in places such as, in the last years, the 

Caucasus and Central Asia. Western analysts sometimes numbered 

these troops at around 300,000. However, most of them were uni¬ 

formed but unarmed employees who carried out tasks done in the West 

by the police, security firms, the prison service and so on. The re¬ 

mainder were the 36,000 men of the so-called Osnaz ‘special designa¬ 

tion’ forces. They were armed and equipped like regular Soviet troops, 

but many sources suggest that they were the least wanted of each year’s 

military service draft. Troubles in the southern republics in the 

Gorbachev period compelled the government to use regular soldiers in 

addition to the MVD troops. The Soviet army was very reluctant to 

undertake this task, because it did not see its role as going into action 

against Soviet citizens, and did not relish the considerable unpopularity 

it engendered. Reservists were indeed sometimes mobilized, but there 

were instances where they refused to go to deal with trouble in other 

parts of the Soviet Union. In January 1991 it was reported that para¬ 

troopers from Vitebsk refused to go the Vilnius in Lithuania to deal 

with disturbances there when they discovered that they were to be 
under KGB control. 

The KGB 

The KGB was the direct successor of the ‘Cheka’, the security agency 

set up by Lenin soon after the Revolution. It acquired a fearsome 

reputation inside and outside the Soviet Union, being responsible for 

internal security as well as foreign operations. This meant that it was 

influenced by political changes in the Soviet Union and by the vagaries 

of Communist Party politics. It had never been quite the super-efficient 

and effective intelligence organization which some in the West be¬ 

lieved. Now that more information has become available it is clear that 

it was seriously affected by the decline in standards and morale in the 

Communist Party during the last years of Brezhnev’s rule, when it 

was more under the Party’s control than ever before. As Gorbachev 
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struggled to keep control and felt it necessary to placate conservative 

interests, the KGB acquired new powers, to enter business premises 

and confiscate documents, as well as over environmental matters, 

Yanaev, Gorbachev’s Deputy President, held posts in organizations 

believed in the West to be linked to the KGB and was a member of the 

Presidential Security Council, as was General Vladimir Kr5nichkov, the 

head of the KGB. Kryuchkov severely criticized the reforms and ac¬ 

cused the West of trying to undermine the Soviet Union, Both were 

involved in the attempted coup. 

As the Gorbachev reforms took effect democratic and nationalist 

groups fiercely attacked the KGB, while it tried to defend and restore 

its public image. It announced plans to hold regular press conferences 

and meetings and debates at institutes and factories. In the developing 

situation of the second half of the 1980s, the KGB saw itself as perhaps 

having a more significant role internally, less that of looking for indi¬ 

vidual critics of the system and more one of dealing with ethnic unrest. 

Along with other nominees for ministerial posts, the head of the KGB 

now had to be questioned and scrutinized by the Supreme Soviet. 

Later, the Supreme Soviet set up a Defence and State Security Com¬ 

mittee which included the KGB among its responsibilities. Kuyuchkov 

welcomed this, but some deputies complained that there were too 

many on the committee directly involved in security matters. Not 

everyone was convinced by these apparent changes. At a conference of 

Democratic Platform in June 1990 a leading KGB officer, Major- 

General Oleg Kalugin, told the audience ‘the organization is unreform- 

able and ought to be disbanded’. He went on to say that there were 

different currents of thought within the KGB. Some officers had dif¬ 

ficulty coming to terms with the new situation and criticism of 

Gorbachev was on the increase (Steele, 1990c). For these public com¬ 

ments, Kalugin was sacked, stripped of his honours and was to be 

prosecuted. However, in August 1990 he won a by-election for the 

Congress of People’s Deputies in the Krasnodar district and thus 

acquired parliamentary immunity. 

The New Soviet Parliament 

Before Gorbachev Soviet elections were based on non-westem criteria 

and were taken very seriously - by the Party, at least. They were 

regarded as great demonstrations of united and virtually unanimous 

support for the regime and a great deal of effort went into preparing for 

them. A list of nominees was drawn up discreetly, by private consul¬ 

tation. The main responsibility was that of the Party officials who were 

expected to know which candidates would be acceptable. Nominations 

were made by officially approved organizations, such as trade unions or 
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Komsomol (the Party youth organization), and it can be assumed that 

some discussion that may have involved active disagreement took place 

at this stage. The final decision on the candidate was unanimous. 

Protest against, or rejection of, the candidate was possible but rare. 

Rejection implied criticism of local Party officials and attempts would 

always be made to smooth things over and make the candidate ac¬ 

ceptable. Steps to introduce contested elections for soviet. Party and 

factory managerial posts were not originally envisaged as involving 

challenges to the Party or official Party policy. They were seen as 

contests between individuals based on individual competence or per¬ 

formance. They had the intention of making deputies and officials less 

secure and complacent in their roles, and more responsive to the 

people they ostensibly served. But the end of the Party’s official 

‘leading role’ and the rise of political groups with every intention of 

becoming political parties, meant that such elections were likely to 

develop into party political contests. This development had not gone 

very far by the time the Soviet Union collapsed. 

A sign of things to come occurred even before the old Supreme 

Soviet had ceased to exist. In October 1988 two issues — the right of 

Interior Ministry troops to enter private homes without a warrant, and 

the right to control demonstrations without reference to the local 

authorities - came before the Supreme Soviet. After a debate in which 

strong criticism of the decrees came from some delegates, thirteen 

deputies voted against and four abstained on the measure to control 

public demonstrations. On the right of Ministry of the Interior police to 

enter homes without warrants, thirty-one of the 1,500 deputies voted 

against. This was the first significant opposition ever displayed in the 
old Supreme Soviet. 

On 29 November 1988 the existing Supreme Soviet met to ap¬ 

prove the law which would, in effect, end its existence. A new body 

called the Congress of People’s Deputies (CPD) was to be created, 

with 2,250 members. Two-thirds were elected under the old system of 

750 chosen in territorial constituencies of the nationalities and 750 

from constituencies with an approximately equal number of voters. 

Another 750 were not elected directly by the ordinary citizens but were 

chosen by various established bodies such as the CPSU, Komsomol, 

the trade unions, the Academy of Sciences, and churches. Government 

ministers were not eligible for nomination to the CPD. Such a body 

was unwieldy as a functioning parliament. It was intended normally to 

meet only once a year and from its number chose a Supreme Soviet of 

542 members, 271 each for the Soviet of the Union and the Soviet of 

the Nationalities. This was the real parliament and was to have spring 
and autumn sessions of three to four months each. 

The new electoral law laid down how candidates could get on to 

the ballot. They had to be nominated at meetings of not less than 500 
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people called by the local authority. More than half of those attending 

the meeting had to accept the candidates. The names then went 

forward to a constituency election meeting, made up of people chosen 

from work collectives or local residents. Their task was to reduce the 

number of candidates to a small viable number. Again, more than half 

the people at the meeting had to accept the candidates before their 

names would get on to the ballot. Once chosen, candidates could 

campaign politically in the sense of presenting their personal pro¬ 

grammes. They did not have to be Party members. If more than two 

people ran, and no one got more than 50 per cent of the votes cast, the 

top two people took part in a run-off not more than two months later. 

(This often happened.) If only one candidate was nominated, he or she 

had to get over 50 per cent of the votes cast to be declared elected. 

Voters could cross out the name of the candidate. It was therefore 

possible for a candidate to be defeated even if he or she was the only 

candidate standing. 

A public opinion survey by the Soviet Association of Social Sci¬ 

ences early in the life of the new Supreme Soviet demonstrated a wide 

demand for contested elections and a multi-party system. On the eve of 

the poll the association asked the public whether they favoured plural¬ 

ism. Forty-six per cent said yes, and only 10 per cent said no. The rest 

either declined to answer or said it would make no difference. The 

nomination process varied, with evidence of old-style manipulation in 

some places, and genuine involvement by the people in others. The 

Politburo of the CPSU nominated exactly one hundred candidates for 

its one hundred seats, which disappointed those who wanted contested 

elections. Outside the Party the choice of nominations was wider, with 

priests and members of co-operatives sometimes being selected. Can¬ 

didates put forward their own political programmes and debated with 

each other, a new experience for Soviet citizens. There could be drama, 

as in the meetings at the Academy of Sciences, which favoured con¬ 

servatives, and at first failed to nominate Andrei Sakharov and other 

reformers. They only did so after stormy protests. 

The First Contested Elections 

In the March 1989 elections for the CPD about a quarter of the 1,500 

territorial constituency seats had only one candidate. More than 80 per 

cent of the candidates were CPSU members (a higher percentage than 

under the old system) and a fifth were women. The old quota system 

under which the Party nominated acquiescent non-Party candidates for 

the Supreme Soviet had given way to a contest in which activists and 

independents had a real chance to run. But without the quota local 

Party managers ensured that loyal Party nominees stood for election in 
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disproportionate numbers. A number of prominent Party officials and 

military commanders were defeated, including five members of the 

Central Committee. In Leningrad six Party leaders lost, including Yuri 

Soloviev, Party Secretary of the Leningrad region and candidate mem¬ 

ber of the Politburo. He was defeated, although the only candidate, as 

voters crossed his name off the ballot paper. A number of prominent 

radicals were elected, including Andrei Sakharov and Roy Medvedev, 

and nationalists won about two-thirds of the seats in the Baltic re¬ 

publics, Committed radicals were thought to be in a minority of about 

three to four hundred in the CPD. Gorbachev asked the media not to 

dramatize the situation and blamed Party officials for losing contact 

with ordinary people. 

In the republic and local elections of March 1990 the result in the 

major cities was victory for radical electoral groups. In Moscow, 

Democratic Russia won fifty-five of the capital’s sixty-five seats in the 

Russian Federation’s CPD. In the city soviet they won 56 per cent of 

the seats. In Leningrad, Democratic Elections 90 took 54 per cent of 

the places on the city soviet and 80 per cent of the city’s CPD seats. In 

Kiev, capital of Ukraine, the nationalist movement, Rukh, won a 

majority on the city soviet and fifteen of the city’s twenty-two Supreme 

Soviet seats. As the first opportunity for citizens to make a choice since 

the Revolution, the elections at all levels had aroused great interest and 

even passion. But disillusionment soon set in with the slow progress of 

perestroika^ and subsequent by-elections had smaller turn-outs. Never¬ 

theless many political parties were now registered and future elections 

could be expected to play a genuine role in deciding who exercised 
power. 

Boris Yeltsin 

A notable feature of the election was the role of Boris Yeltsin. Yeltsin 

was bom in 1931 in Sverdlovsk. In a typical Soviet career he followed 

study at a polytechnical institute with various construction engineering 

jobs, rising to be head of a state house-building firm in 1965. Three 

years later he became a full-time Party official. At the age of 45 he was 

head of the Sverdlovsk Party organization, and soon won a popular 

reputation. In 1985, a month after Gorbachev came to power he was 

transferred to Moscow and was rapidly promoted to become Moscow 

Party chief and a candidate member of the Politburo. He made a great 

impact in Moscow, travelling on buses and stopping some perks for the 

elite. His popularity among the citizens contrasted with the hostility of 

the Party bureaucracy. He was disgraced in 1987 for publicly attacking 

leading politicians and the slow pace of reform. Removed from the 

Politburo, he remained a member of the Central Committee and 



Soviet Government Transformed 85 

Deputy Minister of Housing Construction. Once a close ally of 

Gorbachev, he was now openly criticizing the results of Gorbachev’s 

period of office and advocating policies which Gorbachev denounced 
as irresponsible. 

He used the election campaign to try to stage a political come¬ 

back, standing for the Moscow seat in the Soviet of Nationalities which 

meant that all the Moscow electorate would have an opportunity to 

vote for him. Attempts were made to hinder his election campaign by 

denying him publicity, packing his meetings with hostile audiences and 

even by publishing the Central Committee minutes of 21 October 

1987, when he was disgraced. Nevertheless, huge crowds attended his 

meetings and posters saying that he would ‘free Moscow from the 

mafia of bureaucrats’ were evident throughout Moscow. In the end, 

the election result was a great landslide victory for Yeltsin, who got 

90 per cent of the vote in many wards. An estimated 80 per cent 

of the electorate voted. But when the results of the election to the 

Supreme Soviet were announced it was evident that many prominent 

radicals had been excluded, including Yeltsin. Later, a deputy from the 

Russian Federation resigned to make way for him to sit in the Soviet of 
Nationalities. 

The Supreme Soviet in Action 

The powers of the CPD and the Supreme Soviet were not entirely 

clear. It depended to a large extent on how, over time, they would 

develop their role and how assertive they would be, together with how 

far the bureaucracy could control their activities. The Party soon 

decided not to limit the course of discussion in the new parliament and 

from the start it was clear that the CPD would not be a rubber stamp. 

Challenges to the official line came straight away. Gorbachev was 

elected head of state with executive powers by a secret ballot, 2,123 

votes in favour and 87 against, although some people had expressed a 

preference for a nation-wide election and for the election to be at least 

symbolically contested. The CPD soon showed that it would not 

accept nominations to government posts without examination. 

Gorbachev’s nomination to the deputy presidency, Anatolii Lukyanov, 

and Nikolai Ryzhkov the nominated Prime Minister, were closely 

questioned. Committees rejected five of the people Gorbachev nomi¬ 

nated to be senior ministers in his new Council of Ministers. The CPD 

also set up a large panel under Gorbachev’s chairmanship to draft a 

new constitution in place of that of 1977. Its members included 

Yeltsin, who was already advocating a loose confederation of independ¬ 

ent states. There was talk of the radicals drawing up an alternative, 

minority, programme but suggestions that this meant the formation of 
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an opposition group were firmly denied. Rather, they would concen¬ 
trate their activities on the committees and commissions of the CPD 
and Supreme Soviet. Some compromises were arrived at. The CPD 
was granted more power than originally expected. It was to have the 
right to review and amend any laws passed by the Supreme Soviet. Half 
of the seats on parliamentary committees were reserved for deputies 
who had not been elected to the Supreme Soviet. 

On 31 May 1989 Yeltsin made an important speech to the Su¬ 
preme Soviet in which he drew attention to the potential power of the 
president and to the continuing influence of the CPSU. He called for 
an annual vote of confidence in the president and told the deputies: 

Against the background of the general economic crisis and sharpening 
ethnic tensions, his growing power could lead to the temptation to solve 
our complex problems by force. Without even noticing it, we may again 
find ourselves captive of a new dictatorship. (Steele, 1989c) 

He emphasized that power must be transferred from the Party to 
the elected soviets. The Supreme Soviet should pass a law on the Party 
to define its role. He complained that the existing CPD was a hostage 
to decisions taken by a meeting of the Party’s Central Committee 
which took place three days before its inaugural session. Most of the 
decisions had already been made by the Central Committee and left for 
the CPD to rubber-stamp. He stated that ‘the democratization of the 
Party is lagging behind the democratization of society’. The speech was 
coolly received by the predominantly conservative or pro-Gorbachev 
deputies. It was clear that the CPSU leaders were not prepared to 
surrender the Party’s powers. The leading Party ideologist, Vadim 
Medvedev, made a speech to Moscow Communists in June in which he 
said. 

Opposing the Congress to the Party or the Supreme Soviet to the 
Central Committee leaves a demagogic aftertaste. Talk of bringing in 
legislation to subordinate public organizations, in particular the Party, to 
the Soviets is not only baseless. It represents the worst form of anti¬ 
democratism and statism. It shows total lack of understanding of reali¬ 
ties. The Party works within the framework of the constitution, and has 
its own goals and methods . . . 

In the present complicated social situation, pressing for a multi¬ 
party system willy-nilly weakens the Communist Party’s role, leads to the 
weakening of perestroika^ and forces the country into a condition of 
unpredicability, from which it will be hard to emerge. (Steele, 1989d) 

In spite of this speech, political developments soon made clear that 
it was not possible to hold to such a line. Groups formed in the 
Supreme Soviet on the radical side which, in turn, forced the conserva- 
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lives into the open, so ending the artificial unity in Soviet politics. 

Nevertheless, as the crisis in the Soviet Union deepened, the Supreme 

Soviet became less outspoken and more inclined to support 

Gorbachev’s proposals for a presidential government with very exten¬ 

sive powers. 

The Gorbachev Presidency 

Under the 1977 Constitution Gorbachev was head of state, offi¬ 

cially known as the Chairman of the Praesidium of the Supreme So¬ 

viet. But his real power came from his being General Secretary of 

the CPSU. Although he put forward the idea at the February 1990 

Central Committee meeting, it still came as a surprise when a pro¬ 

posal for an executive presidency was placed before the Supreme 

Soviet. Although the president was to be elected for a five-year term 

on the basis of ‘general, equal and direct elections’ the first election, 

as an exception, was to be by the CPD and for a four-year term to 

nm concurrently with the term of the existing CPD. No one could 

serve more than two successive terms. The purpose of the change, 

apart from the need for quick, firm action in an emergency situa¬ 

tion, was to transfer real power from the Party Secretary to the head 

of state. Gorbachev emphasized that an end was being put to the 

Party’s ‘direct interference in the solution of specific state and eco¬ 

nomic issues’ (Millinship, 1990a). Instead, such decisions would 

be taken by the soviets. Unlike the Party, these were directly res¬ 

ponsible to the electorate. The relationship between the president and 

the soviets was not made clear. 

The radical group opposed the changes on the grounds that it 

was more important to establish an effective parliament with powers 

over the government budget and key ministries. Ironically, the radi¬ 

cals had originally supported the idea of a strong presidency to deal 

with the conservatives. They now saw it as a reversion to the Russian 

tradition of a powerful ruler. There were stormy debates, although the 

proposals were eventually passed by large majorities. However, 

Gorbachev’s unopposed election as president was by only 1,329 votes 

(59.1 per cent) out of 2,250 deputies. Those voting against numbered 

495, those abstaining or absent 426. Because of the need for a 51 per 

cent majority, abstentions are, in effect, votes against. This compares 

with the vote of 2,123 to 87 which he received ten months before when 

he was elected Chairman of the Supreme Soviet. 

The president nominated the chairman and members of the Coun¬ 

cil of Ministers for acceptance by the Supreme Soviet, headed the 

Defence Council^ and conducted international negotiations. He signed 

legislation into effect and exercised ‘overall leadership’ of the prepara- 
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tion of matters for the Supreme Soviet, submitting regular reports on 

the state of the country, and on important matters of domestic and 

foreign policy. He also appointed a Presidential Council to take over 

many of the Politburo’s functions. It was not subordinate to the CPD 

or Supreme Soviet but had to ‘work out measures to implement the 

cardinal planks of the home and foreign policy of the Soviet Union and 

to ensure the country’s security’ (Steele, 1990a). Its composition 

(which included non-politicians) suggested that Gorbachev wanted to 

involve a variety of different c( nstituencies and force them to toe the 

line - or to resign. In addition to the Presidential Council, there was 

established a Presidential Council of the Federation, representing the 

nationalities. Its first major task was to be the renegotiation of the 1922 

treaty governing relations between the nationalities. This would 

inevitably be a delicate and difficult task. There was still a Praesidium of 

the Supreme Soviet, but smaller than hitherto, consisting of twenty 

people plus the chairpersons of various committees. It had power to 

declare war or martial law in any pary of the country in time of trouble. 

The new executive presidency caused concern among the non- 

Russian republics, who were already worried about a bill defining the 

central government’s right to impose a state of emergency. The bill 

would have allowed the central authorities to suspend their Supreme 

Soviets, override decisions of their governments and take over their 

administrations during situations of widespread violence. After much 

protest, the republics were more or less appeased by amendments 

which required the president to warn republics of his intention to 

impose martial law in the event of an emergency, and to get their 

agreement. Failure to do so would require him to secure the approval 

of two-thirds of the all-Union Supreme Soviet. The president’s power 

to declare a state of emergency and the rights of the Supreme Soviet 

and the republics in such an eventuality were crucial in interpreting the 

legality and constitutionality of the actions of the coup leaders in 
August 1991. 

Another important concession concerned the newly established 

Constitutional Review Committee. The purpose of this committee was to 

check the validity of all legislation and decrees. Under the original draft 

the president would have appointed its members, a violation of separa¬ 

tion of powers which upset many deputies. Now the job was to be given 

to the chairperson of the Supreme Soviet. The new committee was less 

than a Supreme Court of the United States, but it was the first move 

towards creating an independent system of judicial review of legisla¬ 

tion. Its fifteen members (composed of lawyers and politicians) were to 

serve for ten years. The committee exerted itself in February 1991 over 

Gorbachev’s decree establishing joint military-police patrols in major 

cities. In response to a referral by the Russian Federation, it found 

‘substantial flaws’ in the decree and the regulations to implement it. It 
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also nullified other decrees but it was not clear what, if any, action was 

likely to be taken as a result of these decisions (Appendix B). 

The Conservatives Assert their Power 

As the economic crisis deepened and discontent grew, Gorbachev 

began to seek extended powers. In the autumn of 1990 he got the 

Supreme Soviet to grant him special powers for eighteen months to 

deal with the economy, the budget, property relationships and the 

‘strengthening of law and order’. By November something approaching 

panic broke out, with calls in and out of the Supreme Soviet for action 

to improve food supplies and prevent the collapse of the country - 

although what action was not specified. Yeltsin called for a coalition 

government and there was talk of a senior army marshal and adviser to 

Gorbachev, Sergei Akhromeyev, being called in to preserve the Union. 

(Akhromeyev committed suicide after the coup.) All this led to 

Gorbachev being granted yet further powers as part of a fundamental 

restructuring of the presidential system which had only been in place 

since the spring. All organs of the central executive were now subor¬ 

dinate to the president. The ineffective Presidential Council was 

abolished, to be replaced by a National Security Council on which army, 

police and KGB leaders sat. Members were be nominated by the 

president, and its responsibilities involved ‘implementing all-Union 

policy in the field of defence . . . and guaranteeing stability, law and 

order’. There was also to be a deputy president, but it required two 

votes in the CPD to get Gennadii Yanaev, a Communist Party official, 

approved. 

The Council of the Federation was to have an enhanced role, 

aided by a committee of experts nominated by the republics. The 

president was in principle, bound by Federation Council decisions and 

members were responsible for putting its decisions into effect. Its main 

task was to maintain satisfactory relations between the republics 

and the centre. It was also intended to be an important advisory body 

and central to the policy-making process. In principle, therefore, the 

republics now had a much greater say in central policy-making. But 

since the autonomous republics were also represented it was prob¬ 

ably too large a body for effective action. It seemed that the National 

Security Council was likely to be the main location of significant 

policy-making. The Council of Ministers was replaced by a Cabinet 

of Ministers subordinate to the president. The Cabinet included 

seats for republic prime ministers. This was not what many republics 

wanted. They preferred a horizontal structure, with republics hav¬ 

ing direct links with each other, and the centre having a co-ordinat- 
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ing role. Executive decisions would then be taken by the republics 

(Appendix C) (Rahr, 1991, pp. 1-4). 
These constitutional changes were immediately followed by per¬ 

sonnel changes which seemed to emphasize that Gorbachev was indeed 

moving away from the radicals towards a more conservative position. 

The relatively liberal Interior Minister, Vadim Bakatin, was replaced by 

Boris Pugo, a Communist Party official, and the First Deputy Interior 

Minister was to be General Boris Gromov. This reflected concern over 

growing disorder in the country and hostility towards the army in 

several republics. Most of Gorbachev’s more radical advisers were 

replaced in January 1991. Several statements emerged from the army, 

the KGB and the leaders of the military-industrial complex which all 

expressed concern about the state of the country and their determina¬ 

tion to prevent collapse. This was quickly followed by an appeal by 

fifty-three prominent public figures, including General Mikhail 

Moiseyev, armed forces Chief of Staff, senior Communist Party leaders 

and Patriarch Alexei demanding that Gorbachev take matters in hand 

if constitutional means failed to restore order. There was speculation 

about a declaration of a state of emergency or even a military coup, 

while at the December meeting of the CPD the Foreign Minister, 

Eduard Shevardnadze, resigned, protesting about the danger of the 

breakup of democratic processes and the imposition of a dictatorship. 

Thus from November 1990 to the spring of 1991 Gorbachev had 

appeared to move decisively to the conservative side. His opinion poll 

approval rating went down to 10 per cent. Some felt he had been a 

Party bureaucrat all along, others that he had merely reverted to the 

traditional authoritarian behaviour of Russian and Soviet rulers, or was 

a hostage of the conservatives. Still others thought that the move to the 

right may have been tactical, if reprehensible. The conservatives were 

weaker in popular support than they claimed but the reality was that 

they controlled all of the main sources of power: the military, KGB, 

Party, industry and the mass media. Perhaps, faced with a collapsing 

country and the prospect that far-reaching reforms would cause social 

unrest, Gorbachev had to opt for stabilization and the support of the 
old establishment. 

From Gorbachev’s point of view, although he was under very 

heavy pressure from the conservatives, he was also failing to get con¬ 

structive support from the disorganized radicals, who could not come 

up with a clear alternative programme. They had formed a number of 

groups - none of them nation-wide - mostly with vague programmes, 

while relations between the leaders of the groups were often quarrel¬ 

some. Where radicals gained power, as in Moscow and Leningrad, they 

were unable to make much impact on the chaotic property laws, the 

control of local markets by organized crime, and the deliberate sabo¬ 

tage of food distribution by Party-controlled farmers. Demonstrations 
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of radical power had been patchy - in the Baltics and in the miners’ 

strikes, for example. Shevardnadze stated bluntly that the democrats 

had always been too disorganized to give Gorbachev the support he 

needed. The radical Inter-regional Group of Deputies refused to form 

themselves into a party and were divided on political and economic 

issues. Some radicals also made sweeping attacks on Gorbachev. The 

death of Sakharov deprived them of their most distinguished leader and 

caused a severe loss of membership. 

Gorbachev versus Yeltsin 

Opposition from the republics was led by Yeltsin, in his capacity as 

Chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the Russian Federation, the most 

powerful republic. In fact, much of the response to the crisis in the 

Soviet Union could be understood as a power struggle between 

Gorbachev and Yeltsin and what they represented. The tension be¬ 

tween them was heightened by the violence in Lithuania and Latvia 

during January 1991. Gorbachev offended many republic leaders by 

assuring them in the Federation Council, only a few days before it 

happened, that violence would not be used against the Lithuanians. 

Even more important, Yeltsin used the events as a major issue with 

which to attack Gorbachev and to express solidarity with the Baltic 

republics. 

A publicity campaign against Yeltsin was in full swing in the early 

months of 1991 while he fought back with a television broadcast 

demanding the handing over of presidential power to the Federation 

Council. In another speech he argued that centralized power could not 

be reconciled with economic freedom. The Communist Party was 

showing signs of division. In the Russian CPD about 15 per cent of 

Party delegates supported a pro-Yeltsin reformist movement within the 

Party called ‘Communists for Democracy’. It was led by an Afghani¬ 

stan War veteran. Colonel Alexander Rutskoi, later to be Yeltsin’s 

Russian Deputy President. He especially objected to the way in which 

decisions democratically taken by the soviets were openly wrecked or 

disregarded by Party officials in the regions and localities. At this time 

there seemed a possibility of radicals and reformist Communists unit¬ 

ing to form a centre-ground alternative to the Party. 

The Povorot (Reversal) in the Spring of 1991 

However, the conservatives were still putting pressure on Gorbachev, 

demanding a state of emergency, a ban on political parties, press 

censorship and even the resignations of both Gorbachev and Yeltsin. 
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Soyuz, the conservative group in the CPD, produced a declaration on 

a nation-wide ‘third way’ (between the Party and ‘so-called left-wing 

democrats’) based on ‘all-Russian patriotism’. There was evidence that 

Soyuz did not have the extent of support that it claimed, and this may 

have caused Gorbachev to realize that he could safely make overtures 

to the radicals. By April it was clear Gorbachev and Yeltsin were 

prepared to move towards a compromise. In an unguarded moment 

Yeltsin had talked of a ‘declaration of war’ against Gorbachev (Rettie, 

1991a). Now he was calling for round table talks involving the re¬ 

publics, the CPSU and other parties and movements. His position had 

grown stronger after the Russian Supreme Soviet gave him special 

powers and permission to hold a republic-wide presidential election. 

Gorbachev, on the other hand, needed to offer the country some 

positive political developments in the face of serious economic crisis 

and miners’ strikes. On 24 April an event took place which indicated 

that a realignment of political forces had indeed taken place. Pravda 

published a ‘Joint Declaration on Urgent Measures for the Stabiliza¬ 

tion of the Situation in the Country and for Overcoming the Crisis’. It 

was signed by Gorbachev and Yeltsin, together with the leaders of nine 

republics (not the Baltic republics, Georgia, Armenia or Moldavia). 

They admitted the gravity of the crisis, the need for co-operation to 

overcome it, and proposed a plan to begin the process. This included 

vague promises to improve the production and distribution of con¬ 

sumer goods. Equally vague was mention of a ‘special work regime’ in 

certain industries (that is, a ban on strikes) and a call for a ban on all 

acts of ‘civil disobedience’ - which some found rather sinister in view 

of the Stalinist past and the Soviet Union’s very recently won rights of 
public meeting. 

A significant passage stressed the need for greater independence 

and autonomy on the part of the republics. The republics which 

refused to sign the statement would be able ‘independently’ to decide 

whether or not they wanted to join the Union. Presidential elections 

were proposed in 1992 rather than 1995 as the existing constitution 

required. At the same time as this declaration was made, Gorbachev 

fended off strong attacks in the Party Central Committee and from 

Soyuz. He now appointed some radicals as his advisers and Yeltsin 

settled the miner’s dispute (for the time being). Control of the Russian 

mines had been ceded to the Russian Federation. A month later it was 

announced that thirteen republics (remarkably excepting only Georgia 

and Estonia) had agreed to the ‘special work regime’ counterbalanced 

by incentives such as wage increases tied to higher productivity, and the 

right to sell part of their products on the open market. Simultaneously 

seven economists, led by the radical, Grigorii Yavlinsky, went to dis¬ 

cuss an economic reform plan with economists at Harvard University 
in the United States. 
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Events Close in on Gorbachev 

When Yeltsin was elected President of the Russian Federation on 12 

June 1991 he demonstrated that power in the Soviet Union was now 

established on new foundations: on non-Party, republic-level popu¬ 

lar election. Neither the Party nor the central government could find 

an effective candidate or muster much support against him. But his 

victory also illustrated the fragile nature of the new system, the lack of 

effective organization on which to base political power. In the summer 

of 1991 there was much talk of the need to form a nation-wide 

democratic party but such efforts failed, often because of differences 

over personalities. Some radical leaders, such as Landsbergis in 

Lithuania and Gamsakhurdia in Georgia, were accused of authoritar¬ 

ian tendencies, while Yeltsin was sometimes accused of being an irre¬ 

sponsible populist. In June a determined attempt was at last made to 

form such a party, backed by big names such as Shevardnadze and the 

mayors of Moscow and Leningrad. Gorbachev immediately gave his 

approval and perhaps thought it could give him the political strength 

further to marginalize the conservatives. However, events overtook this 

initiative. 

In spite of his increased formal powers, Gorbachev had become 

weaker, seeing many of his decrees ignored and being unable to contain 

the forces he had unleashed. For example, the decrees for joint police 

-military controls in cities and the right of the KGB to enter businesses 

suspected of ‘speculation’ and inspect the books, appear soon to have 

lapsed. He was probably attempting a delicate balancing role, pushing 

reform forward step by step at a pace which would not provoke too 

strong an opposition from conservatives or a total loss of patience by 

radicals, but this could look like vacillation. The problem was that ever 

greater powers would be ineffective because either the administration 

was likely to block any significant initiatives or the essential channels of 

communication did not exist to ensure implementation of his decrees. 

In addition, the Supreme Soviet was not effectively controlled either by 

Party discipline or by practical working arrangements between assem¬ 

bly and executive. While he was accepted as the only possible president 

for the time being, the crisis over relations between the centre and the 

republics grew, and was not likely to be helped by the result of the 

national referendum on the Union which, while showing overall sup¬ 

port, illustrated wide divergences between regions, republics, and 

urban and rural areas. 
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The Decline and Fall of the CPSU 

The Party*s Development 

The official view of the Communist Party’s role had been that it was 

the vanguard leadership in society’s drive towards full Communism. It 

admitted no division of society into rulers and ruled: politics and 

government involved all the people. It decided questions of ideology 

and policy and considered itself sensitive to the opinions of the public 

and state institutions. In its relationship to the rest of society the Party 

was monopolistic, embracing all social and economic interests. But 

modifications in ideology, generational changes and factors such as the 

state of the economy, social developments and global politics, were 

fundamentally altering this relationship. As the Soviet economy de¬ 

veloped, even before the extensive Gorbachev reforms, there had been 

a growth of special, influential interests in the Soviet Union and the 

CPSU had to take account of them. Repression was ruled out in a 

technologically sophisticated, industrialized society. Interests could 

have been allowed expression within the Party, or political structures 

could have been modified to allow the organization of some sort of 

Popular Front with the CPSU as leader. Contested elections had long 

been advocated by a few Soviet commentators, and this now seemed 

the inevitable course as the Gorbachev reforms developed, with the 

Party itself more and more being a party (albeit the major one) among 

other parties (Appendix A). 

General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev 

With Gorbachev as Party Secretary a new and dramatic period in the 

history of the CPSU seemed at hand. He told an audience in Warsaw 

in July 1988 that he came late to the idea of political reform and it was 

only when his economic reforms began to slow down that he realized 

the need for them to be allied with political change. The record of his 
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career suggests this is true. His generation understood that change was 

needed, but he came to power without a plan. Neither conservatives 

nor radicals were too sure about him. He seemed to be advocating 

democratic changes but at the same time insisting on one-party rule. 

He soon began substituting his own supporters for the former leaders 

- all this before consolidating his power at the regional and lower levels 

of the Party hierarchy (Teague, 1986). The Twenty-seventh Party 

Congress of 1986, fortuitously held a year after his election, confirmed 

Gorbachev’s new appointments and heard of his intention to initiate 

reforms. Increasingly people saw the Party as the main obstacle to 

change, but Gorbachev’s position was being challenged by alarmed 

conservatives who thought he threatened the ‘socialist guarantees’ of 

full employment, low prices and welfare benefits, while radicals were 

impatient at his hesitant moves towards a market economy and his 

retention of the Party’s monopoly. Some thought he should transform 

the Party into a parliamentary party within a multi-party system before 

it was too late. Gorbachev considered this view unfair since, in his 

view, it was the Party, after all, which had started perestroika. But in 

reality, it was Gorbachev who had started perestroika^ and the Party 

bureaucracy had only reluctantly followed him, even though he had 

much support among rank and file members. 

The Nineteenth Special Party Conference 

The Special Party Conference of 1988 was the first to be called since 

1941 and was intended to give approval to the proposals for reforming 

the CPSU which Gorbachev had been so urgently advocating. Party 

congresses were called regularly every five years. A conference^ on the 

other hand, was only called when the Party leadership deemed a 

situation to exist which justified it.* The failure of reform to make 

obvious progress, and the resistance of the Party bureaucracy were the 

reasons that made this conference necessary. In principle, it could take 

many vital decisions and some previous conferences had done so. The 

election of delegates to the conference was confused, as the method of 

election had not been laid down. Conservatives and progressives 

struggled for advantage. The conference itself was conducted with 

unprecedented freedom of speech and criticism. Among the resolu¬ 

tions eventually agreed were those to establish an executive style 

presidency, to limit Party executives to a five-year period of office, 

renewable once only (they would be also be appointed after contested 

elections), to enable members of the Central Committee to be replaced 

between congresses, and to reconstruct the organization of the Party so 

as to prevent it interfering in governmental and administrative areas 

beyond its responsibility or competence, ensuring greater real power to 
the popularly elected soviets. 
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Other resolutions welcomed the formation of new social groups in 

support of perestroika, but condemned ‘any action aimed at destroying 

the socialist basis of society, inciting nationalism or racialism, or ad¬ 

vocating war, violence or immorality’. Freedom of conscience, and the 

right to take part in decision-making were described as basic human 

rights. It was necessary to have an ‘effective mechanism for free dia¬ 

logue, criticism, self-criticism and self-control’ (Steele, 1988). In his 

speech Gorbachev proposed basing legitimacy on the restoration of 

power to popularly elected soviets, but combined with the continued 

existence of the one-party Communist system. He wanted local Party 

secretaries to be chairpersons of the local soviet ‘so as to give them 

authority’; this suggestion may have been a necessary concession to 

conservatives. It certainly was one that provoked vigorous criticism 

because some saw it as incompatible with the transfer of power from 

the Party to the soviets. 

The Failure to Reform the Party 

In the nation-wide elections for the CPD in March 1989 a large 

number of CPSU officials who stood as candidates were defeated. 

Nevertheless, a greater proportion of Party members stood for election 

than under the old quota system. In one sense, the elections legitimized 

open debate within the Party again. In another, they demonstrated that 

most people believed that the Party was still the most effective vehicle 

for reform. At this time many still felt it better to make the Party 

democratic from within rather than trying to develop alternative par¬ 

ties. It was also more realistic, given the strength of the conservative 

resistance within the Party’s ranks. In April Gorbachev retired almost 

a quarter of the Central Committee, while promoting twenty-four of 

his supporters. The retiring members were largely ‘dead souls’ (that is, 

people who were members by virtue of high office previously but no 

longer held; they included eleven members of Brezhnev’s Politburo). 

He spoke of ‘a new type of working man’ involved in all the economic 

and social processes ‘so that he may feel like a human being’ and 

criticized Party officials for failing to keep in touch with, and under¬ 

stand, the new mood in the country (Millinship, 1989). 

By the end of 1989 the Party was experiencing the first signs of 

disintegration. At a Central Committee meeting in December 

Gorbachev reasserted the Party’s leading role as a ‘consolidating and 

uniting force’. He rejected the move to drop Article 6 of the Soviet 

Constitution, which guaranteed this role.^ He was responding to the 

action of the Lithuanian Supreme Soviet which, a few days previously, 

had struck out a similar article from the republic’s constitution, while 

the Lithuanian Communist Party was preparing to declare a breakaway 

from the CPSU. He said, ‘We are duty bound not to cross the line 
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beyond which the CPSU is threatened with destruction as a single 

political organization, and the vital consolidating force of the Soviet 

Union’ (Cornwell, 1989). 
Later, attempts by the Inter-regional Group to raise the question 

of Article 6 were defeated. Further difficulties arose, however, when 

the group threatened to set up an opposition party, ‘a left-wing radical 

opposition to speed up perestroika’. Afanasyev, its leader, probably 

weakened his position by suggesting that it was time to consider a 

breakaway from the CPSU, of which most Inter-regional Group depu¬ 

ties were members. Such ideas were rejected because a majority 

thought that Gorbachev was already under heavy attack from con¬ 

servatives (as had been evident in the Central Committee) and there¬ 

fore should be supported even if he was not moving as fast as many 

wished. The bitter attack by conservatives on Gorbachev and the 

demands of the radicals indicated that the artificial unity which had 

stifled debate within the Party since Lenin’s day had broken down. 

Different groups were now identifying themselves, demonstrating that 

the process of glasnost and open political activity could not be reversed. 

A fall in Gorbachev’s popularity among radicals began to show 

itself by the summer of 1989. His refusal to consider the abolition of 

Article 6 was unpopular and he was unwilling to formalize intra-Party 

democracy by recognizing the radical Inter-regional Group as an offi¬ 

cial lobby. Figes (1989) suggested that Gorbachev was like Stolypin, 

Prime Minister under Nicholas II, whose attempts to carry out reforms 

were doomed by lack of popular support. In Gorbachev’s case much of 

this loss of popular support could be explained by his firm adherence to 

the leading role of the CPSU. Figes argued that Gorbachev should 

have split the Party and led the reforming wing. The left would have 

been more easily controlled and would have provided a base for 

building popular support. However, the reality was that ineffective 

organization and the vague policies of the radicals prevented 

Gorbachev identifying with them. The conservatives appeared to have 

no convincing leaders or alternative economic ideas, but there was 

clear evidence that they were able, behind the scenes, to water down or 

delay the government’s economic reforms. 

The Party Begins to Lose its Grip 

Some members wanted the forthcoming Twenty-eighth Party Con¬ 

gress brought forward to a date even earlier than had already been 

decided (it was originally scheduled for 1991). The Central Committee 

meeting of February 1990 had previously been postponed, a sure sign 

of conflict. Rumours of a move against Gorbachev by senior ranking 

regional Party officials were heard. Certainly, these people seemed to 
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be the core of resistance to him; they were afraid of suffering the same 

fate as the Eastern European Communist officials and for the same 

reasons: economic failure, resentment of privileges, collapse of belief in 

Communism. Unable to gain wide public support for their position. 

Communists hostile to reform thought of appealing to Russian nation¬ 

alism and of forming an unholy alliance with those nostalgic for tsarist 

Russia. Therefore, the policy document to be submitted to the Party 

Congress was of great importance. It had to include more power for 

grass-roots Communists and less for fewer full-time Party officials, but 

without alienating them. 

Gorbachev set two goals: the renewal of the Party not later than 

the Party Congress, now brought forward to July 1990 and an enhance¬ 

ment of the power of the soviets; he resurrected the revolutionary 

slogan: ‘All power to the soviets’. The two aims seemed incompatible. 

Real power had to go either to the (albeit renewed and reformed) 

Communist Party or to the soviets and a system of political pluralism. 

This contradiction was at the root of Gorbachev’s difficulties. In his 

various offices - Party Secretary, President, chair of the Defence Coun¬ 

cil - he had enormous theoretical power. In practice he was weak 

because he had no democratic mandate to take unpopular decisions. 

He was appointed Party General Secretary by the Politburo on a 5:4 

vote (Gromyko broke the deadlock) and became president, not by 

popular vote, but by being elected in the Congress of People’s Depu¬ 

ties. He had none of the authority which electoral victory brings, 

(unlike Boris Yeltsin with his 90 per cent of the Moscow vote in the 

March 1989 elections, and his popular election to the presidency of 

the Russian Federation in June 1991). He appeared to be hostage to 

the Politburo and Central Committee which installed him in office. 

Gorbachev’s long-awaited admission of the need for a pluralist 

party system was signalled in a new draft proposal entitled ‘Towards 

Humane Democratic Socialism’, prepared for the Central Committee 

meeting of February 1990; it called for a radical restructuring of the 

Party, which would no longer exercise any state or government powers. 

It would abandon its constitutional right to a monopoly on power and 

leave the door open for a multi-party system. This time Gorbachev told 

the Central Committee that the Party could no longer rely on a 

guaranteed leading role. If it was to have a leading role it would have 

to fight for it. In a radical departure from the Party’s former position he 

said. 

In a society undergoing renewal the Party can exist and play its role as 

vanguard only as a democratically recognized force. This means that its 

status should not be imposed through constitutional endorsement [a 

reference to Article 6 in the 1977 Constitution]. The Soviet Communist 

Party, it goes without saying, intends to fight for the status of being the 
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party which rules. But it will do so strictly within the framework of the 

democratic process by giving up legal and political advantages, offering 

its programme and defending it in discussions, co-operating with other 

social and political forces, always working amidst the masses, living by 

their interests and their needs. 
The extensive democratization currently under way in our society is 

being accompanied by mounting political pluralism. Various social and 

political organizations and movements are emerging. This process may 

lead at a certain stage to the establishment of parties. The Soviet Com¬ 

munist Party is prepared to act with due account for these new circum¬ 

stances, co-operate and conduct a dialogue with all organizations that 

are committed to the Soviet constitution and the social system endorsed 

in that constitution. (Gorbachev, 1990) 

He then went on to propose the modification of the principle of 

‘democratic centralism’ under which Politburo decisions were binding 

on lower bodies, and which prevented open internal debate and grass¬ 

roots initiative. He promised that Party branches would have the ‘de¬ 

cisive role’ in electing delegates to the Congress. But he did not make 

clear whether minorities within the Party would have the right to draw 

up their own platforms or whether ‘factions’ with their own rules, 

organizations and election manifestos would be ruled out. 

Some saw Gorbachev’s proposals as ambiguous. On the one hand 

there was the effort to create new pluralistic structures, but on the other 

there was a tendency to concentrate more power at the top, as in the 

proposal to create an executive presidency, A fierce debate, including 

criticism of the proposals, and of Gorbachev himself, followed. The 

Central Committee meeting was also marked by a huge unofficial 

demonstration outside the Kremlin walls in support of reform, which 

must have strengthened Gorbachev’s hand. The march was organized 

by several progressive groups. Eventually, the Central Committee 

agreed to the creation of the executive presidency and to opening the 

Party to electoral competition. A law was drafted to lay down the rights 

and obligations of parties. The Politburo would continue to exist but 

only to deal with internal Party matters. The Central Committee also 

agreed to modify - not abolish - Article 6 of the Constitution. The 

revised Article 6 read. 

The Communist Party of the Soviet Union participates in running the 

country and nominating candidates like other political and social move¬ 

ments. The Party does not claim full governmental authority. It aims to 

be a political leader but with no claim for any special position codified in 

the Constitution. 

The main radical critic of these changes was Yeltsin, supported by 

many younger people and nationalists in the republics. He said. 
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The new draft platform does contain a number of progressive points. But 

the general impression is that it was written with two hands, the left and 

the right, both making a constant attempt to conciliate each other. 
(Rettie, 1990a) 

On the conservative wing, the leading spokesman was Ligachev 

who articulated the feelings of the Party bureaucracy and many Rus¬ 

sians. He claimed to be a supporter oi perestroika but believed in Party 

unity, the unity of the Soviet Union and in socialism above all. He 

opposed talk of a federal Party, saying, ‘The main dangers to perestroika 

and the Soviet Union are the powerful forces of a nationalist, separatist, 

and anti-Socialist tendency’ (Rettie, 1990b). 

Democratic Platform 

Overall, the differing expressions of opinion, and the reference by 

the editor of Pravda, Ivan Frolov, to Gorbachev as ‘the leader of the 

progressive forces in the Party’ indicated that old ideas of monolithic 

Party unity were dead. The split developed further in March when 

Pravda published the programme of Democratic Platform (a radical 

ginger group within the Party) which demanded the renunciation of 

a single ideology, with Marxist works in future put ‘alongside the en¬ 

tire treasure house of humanistic thought’. The Party should reject 

Communism as its goal. Instead, it should strive for a democratic 

society, becoming a parliamentary party among other parties based 

on principles of freedom, justice and solidarity. The group called 

for the Party to reject its monopoly on power by deed, not just by word, 

and start a dialogue with other progressive forces. It should give up 

democratic centralism and the principle of branches based on pro¬ 

duction units. The Politburo’s response was to send an open letter 

to all members calling for an end to the forming of Party factions. It 

said it opposed Party splits and expected people who disagreed with 

the official line to resign. The letter particularly attacked Democratic 

Platform and its leading members were expelled. All this caused a 

furious reaction. Yeltsin demanded the formation of a new party 

in readiness for the failure of the forthcoming Congress to reform 

the Party. ‘First the leadership calls on members to have an open 

discussion. Then when we have it they expel people from the Party’, 

he said. 

An open reply to the Politburo and Central Committee’s letter, 

signed by Yeltsin and other deputies, commented. 

The conservative part of the Party and state apparatus, which has 

brought the country to the edge of economic and political catastrophe, is 



102 From Party Power to Presidential Government 

making furious efforts on the eve of the Party Congress to bring about a 

coup against perestroika in the Party. 
We do not recognize the right of officials in the Party to impose 

their will on the rank and file. We appeal to Communists not to permit 

the persecution of Party dissidents and to divert the Party from the 

course towards democracy and renewal set out by Mr Gorbachev. We 

demand a Party-wide discussion on all the key issues of the country’s 

development. (Steele, 1990b) 

Many in the Democratic Platform now believed that the election 

of delegates to the Party Congress would be manipulated to prevent 

radicals getting a majority. Surveys showed that Democratic Platform 

had the support of up to 40 per cent of the Party members but would 

have only 2 per cent of the Congress delegates - about a hundred in 

all. A great debate occurred at their national conference over whether 

to leave the Party straight away or wait to see the results of the Party 

Congress. The purpose of waiting was to demonstrate to the public 

that the Party was beyond reform. It was assumed that many Demo¬ 

cratic Platform supporters had left the Party already. In the event 

the conference decided to wait^ but was generally pessimistic. 

Democratic Platform members would then consider forming a new 

party. Gorbachev found this perverse, which is why he wanted to expel 

them. 

The Formation of a Russian Communist Party 

There was a feeling among many that a renewed Communist Party 

must be Russian, because they felt that the Soviet Union was dead as 

a unified entity. The republics would either become independent or 

their political parties would want to operate within their own borders. 

Gorbachev had been hoping to stem the demands for a Russian 

Communist Party by maintaining the CPSU in being. He conceded 

that a conference should be held on the subject in June, although it was 

clear he was not in favour. Now he was faced with the threat that the 

conservatives might claim the title ‘Leninist’, while the Democratic 

Platform had the image ‘democratic’. Conservatives did achieve the 

setting up of a Russian Communist Party (see pp. 180-2). They spoke 

the language of control - control over the criminal ‘mafia’, curbs on 

co-operatives, ceilings on prices, barriers against unemployment — 

without being clear how they would encourage growth. Their message 

of nostalgia and nationalism, and their appeals to order were bound to 

be attractive to many. The Democratic Platform issued a declaration 

that the setting up of a Russian Communist Party had ‘ignored the real 
political situation in the country’. 
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The Twenty-eighth Party Congress 

The Congress opened with the knowledge that it would be dominated 

by conservative Party officials. There was growing realization of the 

Congress’s crucial role in deciding not only the future of the Party but 

also of perestroika. It was widely expected that the Party would split, 

with the Democratic Platform leaving, and possibly the centre and 

right dividing as well. The programme for the Congress provoked fierce 

debate, particularly over the phrase ‘private property’. Conservatives 

were only willing to accept ‘various forms of property’. At the same 

time the programme attacked the all-out free marketeers and those 

‘who want to transfer the bulk of public property into private hands, 

and who advocate the total commercialization of health and educa¬ 

tion’. Many members of the Politburo were given a rough time by 

delegates when forced to give individual accounts of their work. 

Gorbachev was overwhelmingly re-elected as General Secretary even 

though he had delivered a very strong attack on conservative thinking 

and ‘those who came to this Congress hoping to take the Party back to 

the old conditions of commands and orders’. Although his speech won 

only lukewarm applause, he nevertheless demonstrated his political 

skills in retaining command of the Congress, in spite of strong oppo¬ 

sition from right and left. He exploited the divisions on the left, and the 

lack of leadership and alternative policies on the right. The conserva¬ 

tives were shown to be without a viable alternative to Gorbachev or his 

policies. They could not face the internal political crisis or international 

repercussions of rejecting him. 

In addition, Gorbachev achieved a rule change by which the 

Secretary would be elected by the Congress, and not by the Central 

Committee. This meant he could only be voted out by the Congress, 

and so could avoid the fate of Khrushchev who was dismissed by the 

Central Committee in 1964. A late challenge for the post of Deputy 

General Secretary from Ligachev, the leading conservative, failed when 

he obtained only 776 votes to Vladimir Ivashko’s 3,109. Delegates 

appeared to realize that, although Ligachev had their support, the rank 

and file Party members in the country would resign in huge numbers if 

he was elected. The vote was a further victory for Gorbachev, in that it 

resulted in the election of his preferred candidate. Ivashko had been 

Ukrainian Party Secretary (replacing the hard-line Vladimir 

Shcherbitsky) until he became President of Ukraine a few weeks before 

his election as Party Deputy Secretary. However, a pointed comment 

was made on Ivashko’s election by Mykhailo Horyn, leader of the 

Ukrainian nationalist movement, when he said ‘Only a man who does 

not think about his future can abandon the post of President of a 52 

million strong nation to become Deputy Secretary of a Party which is 

dying on its feet’ (Millinship, 1990b). 
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Gorbachev’s final speech was almost entirely an attack on the 

conservatives. He did not balance this by attacking the radicals. Rather, 

he appealed to them to join him in an alliance. Let there be no split, he 

said, ‘among the democratic, progressive forces which are dedicated to 

canying out transformations in society’. But this was not enough to 

persuade many radicals to remain in the Party. There was never much 

chance that the Congress would go far enough to satisfy them. One of 

the leaders of Democratic Platform, Vyacheslav Shostakovsky, an¬ 

nounced the intention to split from the CPSU and form an ‘independ¬ 

ent, democratic, parliamentary party’ (Steele, 1990f) while Yeltsin, 

Anatoly Sobchak (chairman of the Leningrad Soviet), and Gavriil 

Popov (chairman of the Moscow Soviet), resigned from the Party. This 

was the first split in the CPSU since that between Bolsheviks and 
Mensheviks in 1903. 

Gorbachev foresaw some of this and created the executive presi¬ 

dency partly to have a power base if the CPSU were to be forced into 

a minority role. It was to be expected that he would devote most of his 

time to his presidential duties. He continued to be the Party leader and 

chaired the Politburo when it met-which had already become much 

less often than previously. It was now a Party Committee, not directly 

concerned with the state’s policies. But the CPSU remained the most 

influential political body in the country. It had great power in the 

regions and in the military-industrial complex. It might have become 

a western-style parliamentary party, but to have moved too fast in that 

direction would have been to provoke massive and effective resistance 

from officials and hard-line members. On the other hand, many felt 

that the Party was becoming marginalized at an ever-increasing rate. 

In June 1991 the former Foreign Minister, Eduard Shevardnadze, 

announced the formation of a new party of democratic reform to act ‘in 

parallel’ with the Communist Party. This led to attempts to discipline 

him by the Party’s Central Control Commission. However, he declined 

to attend the disciplinary meeting and instead resigned from the Party. 

Whether this meant a new major split, with radicals leaving to support 

the new grouping, was uncertain. Further tensions were caused when 

Yeltsin banned Party organizations in Russian workplaces. Signifi¬ 

cantly. Gorbachev did not take any action against this move. In any 
case it was soon to be overtaken by events. 

One of the final straws which caused conservatives to attempt a 

coup were the dramatic proposals in a new draft Party Programme 

presented by Gorbachev to the Central Committee in July. This in 

effect advocated the abandoning of Marxism-Leninism as the Party’s 

platform and the dropping of its role as the party of the working class. 

Instead it would become a liberal, social democratic party. Although 

the programme was carefully worded so that almost anyone except 

hard-line Communists could have subscribed to it, the direction in 
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which it was pointing was clear. The Party would have to accept the 

market economy, privatization and the competition of other parties. 

The Central Committee accepted that the programme would be dis¬ 

cussed by a Party Congress in the autumn. This would have been a 

tense gathering and might well have resulted in further splits. The 

attempted coup meant that the Congress would never take place. 

The End of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 

All the leading members of the abortive coup were prominent in the 

CPSU. Further, the Party Politburo did not denounce the coup until it 

was clear that it had failed. When he returned to Moscow after his 

temporary imprisonment, Gorbachev at first was unable to compre¬ 

hend the extent to which the situation had changed. He defended the 

Party, and argued that it still had an important role to play. It was very 

soon brought home to him, both by politicians and advisers together 

with demonstrations in the streets, that the Party was finished; its 

opponents would not tolerate its influence any longer. As a result, 

Gorbachev resigned as Party Secretary. It was announced that the 

activities of the Party were suspended, and that its assets were to be 

transferred to temporary control of local authorities. Some officials 

committed suicide, most noticeably Nikolai Kruchina, chief of the 

Party’s business management department. This preceded the revela¬ 

tions of the existence of large-scale secret Party funds and that the 

Party had transferred huge sums to bank accounts abroad. 

In spite of such a dramatic collapse, it was clear that ex-Com- 

munists were still in, or had regained, power in Soviet Central Asia, 

Azerbaijan and elsewhere. Fears remained that Communists (even if 

now calling themselves by some other name) retained control in many 

towns and cities, as well as rural districts. Many officials remained in 

place, putting a brake on reforms either by their opposition or by 

ignorance of what was entailed. In November Yeltsin formally banned 

the Communist Party throughout the Russian Federation. This pro¬ 

voked protests from those who considered such a move undemocratic, 

and also from loyal Communists, who demonstrated in protest on 7 

November when, in past times, the celebrations marking the anniver¬ 

sary of the October Revolution would have been held. 

Conclusion 

Since the start of the Gorbachev secretaryship the CPSU had under¬ 

gone the most stormy period in its history since the Revolution. It lost 

its leading role and many of the regional and local secretaries felt 
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betrayed by the centre. They were determined to hang on to their 

power and privileges. But the Party membership was split between 

conservatives and radicals and there was a real possibility that the 

radicals would decide to leave. The conservatives had been vociferous, 

but were weakened by their failure to find a leader to replace 

Gorbachev and their lack of convincing alternative policies, except a 

reversion to authoritarianism. The weakness of their support among 

the public and also among the Party rank and file had become evident. 

It was uncertain whether the radicals could get their act together in 

order to provide a united and convincing national electoral alternative 

to the CPSU. Throughout 1991 they were leaving the Party in in¬ 

creasing numbers, while attempts were made to organize a democratic 

party for Communists. The new draft Party programme signalled a 

social democratic future with the abandonment of Marxism-Leninism. 

All these possibilities were brought to an abrupt termination by the 

failure of the coup attempt. Within a few days the Party had effectively 

ceased to exist as a political force, although ex-Communists remain 

influential or in control in many areas. 

Notes 

1 See Service, R. (1988) ‘The history of the party conference’, Independent, 
24 June. 

2 The constitutional basis of the CPSU’s unchallenged rule was Article 6, 

one of the major innovations of the Brezhnev Constitution of 1977, which 

replaced the 1936 Stalin Constitution and formalized the leading role 

of the Communist Party in Soviet society. The 1936 Constitution referred 

to the Party as the ‘leading core of all the organizations of the working 

people, both governmental and non-govemmental’. Article 6 of the 1977 

Constitution replaced this with a much more definite and wide-ranging 
definition: 

The CPSU is the leading and guiding force of Soviet society and the 

nucleus of its political system, of all state and public organizations 

. . . armed with Marxist-Leninist teaching, the Communist Party 

shall determine the general prospects of society’s development and 

the line of the domestic and foreign policy of the USSR. (Roberts, 
1990) 
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Political Action from the People 

Introduction 

Overt political action ‘from the grass roots’ was ruthlessly suppressed 

during Stalin’s time. After his death, organized group activity up until 

the time of Gorbachev was very limited in scope but did exist. The 

most obvious politically significant points of pressure towards which 

groups had to direct their attentions if they were to have influence on 

policy decisions were the Communist Party leaders, appropriate Party 

divisions or government ministries, and the Supreme Soviet. Mostly 

people found indirect ways of expressing discontent, such as com¬ 

plaining about specific issues to imply a more general grievance, pub¬ 

lishing unwelcome or controversial data, or writing and speaking in a 

‘coded’ manner. The Soviet Union was not a pluralistic society, but a 

society of pluralistic-type interactions. Groups did not always succeed 

in gaining meaningful influence but the setting out of alternative sol¬ 

utions may have had some effect. Examples of group opposition to 

official proposals were sometimes evident (as in Khrushchev’s educa¬ 

tional reforms and anti-parasite laws). Direct access was not always 

necessary; informal contacts and the use of the mass media were 

widespread. It was often difficult for varieties of opinion to coalesce 

sufficiently for effective action. Wider and larger groups such as 

workers and peasants had very limited opportunities for expressing 

their views, although they could sometimes use existing organizations 

like trade unions. It is therefore better, for the pre-Gorbachev period, 

to look for the effect of ‘group-type activities’ within the context of 

specific policy issues rather than pressure groups as such. In the Soviet 

context there was conflict of attitudes rather than conflict of organized 

groups. 

Gustafson (1981) has pointed out the difficulties of the post-Stalin 

leadership in building agreement without being able to use great public 

mobilization campaigns or terroristic fear. Khrushchev’s old-style 

methods of exhortation and pressure gave way to a greater emphasis on 
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persuasion, debate, alliances and the identification of parallel policy 

interests. For some years there had been a growing realization that 

discussion of the pros and cons of an issue (and not simply an ex¬ 

pression of will based on the principles of Marxism-Leninism) was 

necessary for realistic decision-making. There were also officially 

sponsored public discussions (such as that on the new Soviet Constitu¬ 

tion of 1977) which, before Gorbachev, tended to touch on relatively 

superficial issues or be merely a formal manifestation of support. 

Within the official establishment signs sometimes emerged of debates 

and campaigns. Gorbachev’s style and technique, therefore, partly 

emerged from a slow but significant change in the methods of Soviet 
policy-making. 

In any complex, industrialized society policy-making institutions 

need the expertise and co-operation of other institutions. In the Soviet 

Union these included the Academy of Sciences, research institutes and 

standing commissions of the Supreme Soviet. Particular needs and 

problems of the state may on occasion have enhanced the status and 

influence of certain groups of experts where their advice was urgently 

needed or had been proved correct. This happened, for example, in 

connection with the defection of workers firom the ‘virgin lands’, the 

declining birth rate in European Russia, and planning problems. In 

return for their co-operation they could exact some return. Before 

Gorbachev, virtually everyone was employed by the state. Specialists 

depended on politicians for employment, access, funding, ability to 

publish and professional standing. Thus it was very difficult for experts 

to have independent leverage. Technical and environmental experts, 

combined with support in the ministries, made an influential interest, 

but they, in turn, needed active support firom above if they were to 

influence policy significantly. The more committed the political lead¬ 

ership the more limited the scope for independent criticism. As the 

political stakes rose experts could not easily maintain their influence. 

Much activity intended to influence policy-makers was more the op¬ 

portunity to obstruct than influence policy outcomes. In any case, the 

poor quality of the economic and social infrastructure meant that, even 

if they won the argument, the specialists (managers, inspectors and so 

on) often could not deliver because of delays, inadequate resources, 

and the overcentralization and bureaucracy of the system. This weak¬ 
ened their position. 

Before Gorbachev the Party aimed to have virtually complete 

control over the organized activity of the country. The official justifica¬ 

tion for this was that it ensured that collective rather than particular or 

individual priorities and values prevailed, and that the country’s re¬ 

sources and energies were properly channelled towards common objec¬ 

tives. In fact, total supervision was never achieved. There were 

dissident groups of various sorts with political aims at variance with 
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those of the state and Party, and also people who wished to carry 

on some activity (as did unlicensed religious groups) seen as socially 

or morally debilitating by the authorities. Cultural activities also gave 

rise to non-political organized groups which met with official disap¬ 

proval. At one time it was jazz that was frowned on. Later, when this 

had come to be tolerated, various forms of contemporary pop music 

were forbidden or life made difficult for their practitioners. The history 

of Soviet pop is a remarkable story of survival under cultural rather 

than directly political oppression (Troitsky, 1987). The basic difficulty 

for political leaders before Gorbachev was to reconcile increasing inter¬ 

action and co-operation with the maintaining of control over a problem 

which increased dramatically in extent in the very different situation of 
the 1980s. 

Glasnost; Informal Groups and Open Politics 

Gorbachev recognized the necessity, in a democratic society, for there 

to be free and open discussion, as well as involvement in policy¬ 

making. He may have been surprised by the torrent of opinion un¬ 

leashed. After a hesitant start, the expression and organization of 

opinion under the new circumstances of glasnost became unstoppable. 

Far from having developed uniform views in the Soviet period, people 

came to welcome the opportunity to express themselves openly on 

manifold topics, not all of them by any means political. The media 

joined in enthusiastically and, instead of merely stating the official line 

with nuances, took up the journalistically far more constructive task of 

giving expression to many alternative views. At first these ‘informal’ 

groups (that is, ones unlicensed by the authorities) caused concern but 

eventually it became clear that the Party could not realistically hope to 

regain control of the situation; too many groups were being organized 

all over the country. Many had political aspirations (incipient political 

parties, nationalist groups, and so on) but were sometimes very small in 

numbers and funding. The position was very fiuid and flexible and was 

inevitably going to take some time to settle down (Tolz, 1987b). A 

situation soon arose in which the Party could not simply tolerate such 

groups, but had to consider ‘co-operation, partnership or even formal 

agreements’ as Alexei Masyagin wrote in Pravda. He was the Central 

Committee’s adviser on the Party’s personnel and development policy 

and a liberal. But at the same time Viktor Chebrikov, Politburo 

member and former KGB chief, denounced informal groups for 

claiming to support perestroika while really damaging it and opposing 

the Party. The main target of these strictures were the Popular Fronts 

in the Baltic republics, which were already starting to modify the 

country’s political arrangements. 



110 From Party Power to Presidential Government 

Some Examples of Pressure Group Activity 

The Churches 

Religious practice never died out in the Soviet Union even during the 

severe persecution of the Stalinist period. (Gorbachev himself was 

baptized in the 1930s.) After the Revolution Patriarch Tikhon excom¬ 

municated the Bolsheviks and was imprisoned. By 1927, however, 

agreement had been reached between the acting Patriarch, Sergei of 

Nizhni-Novgorod, and the Communist Party, maintaining a tradition 

of Church support for the state that had gone back centuries. Since 

then the Orthodox Church had actively supported the Party and was 

assumed to have links with the KGB, which was confirmed when the 

KGB archives were opened. Many found this objectionable, but others 

saw it as the only way for the Church to survive. Stalin used the 

Orthodox Church to stimulate patriotism during the Second World 

War, but a second attack took place under Khrushchev, involving 

the closure of many churches. A number of the hierarchy in office 

during the 1980s had been appointed in the Brezhnev period and, 

under the freedom of glasnost, were criticized for the inadequacy of 
their leadership. 

Serious attempts to improve relations with the churches began, 

particularly from 1988, including the return of the Moscow 

patriarchate to Moscow from Zagorsk, and the handing back of Vilnius 

cathedral to the Roman Catholic Church in Lithuania. Churches were 

reopened and new ones began to be built. Clergymen appeared on 

television. They took their seats as deputies in the Soviets. They were 

gradually allowed to resume charitable work in prisons and hospitals. 

In April 1988 Gorbachev met the Russian Orthodox Patriarch in the 

Kremlin, the first meeting between the Party leader and the Patriarch 

since Stalin in 1945. In his statement Gorbachev said that the new laws 

on religion would reflect the interests of religious organizations, that is, 

not simply Party interests. The millenium of the Russian Orthodox 

Church was widely celebrated later in the year (Antic, 1988a, 1988b). 

In September 1990 the Supreme Soviet at last gave outline approval to 

the new law. It denied the government the right to propagate atheism 

or interfere with religious activities, and gave religious organizations the 

same access to the mass media as any other public body. Churches and 

other religious institutions would be allowed to own land. People 

studying for the priesthood were guaranteed the same right to defer 

military service as ordinary citizens. Conscripts would be able to attend 

services in their fi'ee time. The tax rate on enterprises connected with 
religious bodies was cut from 69 per cent to 35 per cent. 

In spite of this religious revival, the Orthodox Church was faced 

with problems within the community of believers. The extreme anti- 
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Semitic Russian nationalists identified themselves with Russian Ortho¬ 
doxy. Liberals criticized the hierarchy for being too cautious and 
started their own publications, schools and charitable activities. The 
Patriarch of Moscow criticized both clergy and laity who devoted more 
time to politics than to spiritual matters. There was particular trouble 
in Ukraine where the Ukrainian (Greek) Catholic Church, no longer 
proscribed, was demanding the return of its property. In Ukraine, too, 
there had been a revival of the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox 
Church, albeit not recognized by the Patriarch of Constantinople (the 
titular head of Orthodox churches). The Orthodox have a long history 
of schism and there were parishes which had declared their adherence 
to the Russian Orthodox Church in exile (whose headquarters were in 
North America). Since the 1920s also, there had survived the ‘True 
Orthodox Church’ which went underground in protest at Patriarch 
Sergei’s agreement with the state in 1927. It, too, was re-emerging 
(Ellis, 1991). The Orthodox Church was also concerned with revived 
activities of the Roman Catholic Church and the Pope’s attempts to 
strengthen the Catholic Church in Russia and in other republics. In 
1991 Pope John Paul II appointed six Catholic bishops to cover the 
whole of Russia, including a bishop of Moscow. Thus an ironic con¬ 
sequence of glasnost was a deterioration in relations between the Or¬ 
thodox and Catholic Churches. When the Pope then called a 
conference on the role of the Church in the changed conditions of 
Eastern Europe, the Orthodox refused to attend. 

Russian Nationalists 

Glasnost also enabled right-wing movements to organize and publicize 
their views (Ostrow, 1991). The best known of these was the National- 
Patriotic Front or Pamyat (Memory), ostensibly a coalition of six 
organizations with varying aims including the preservation of historic 
monuments. In reality all were fervent Russian nationalists and anti- 
Semitic, arguing the need for a religious and spiritual revival. These 
nationalists interpreted the Revolution xenophobically, seeing it as a 
result of the secular spirit which had spread from the West since the 
seventeenth century. From this secularization, they argued, had come 
the idea that, by the application of scientific principles, a better type of 
human being and a perfect society could be created. At a moment of 
crisis, according to these nationalists, a small group of fanatical 
Bolshevik intellecmals gained control and destroyed all the things 
which enable human society to operate at all (law, tradition, private 
property, the market). This fanaticism was something liberals could 
not withstand. 

Pamyat not only hold Jews responsible for the worst violence of the 
Revolution but for the terror and misery which followed. The ruin of 
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Russia is blamed, not on Communism as such, but on a deliberate 

‘Zionist-Masonic conspiracy’ whose perpetrators infiltrated the Com¬ 

munist Party. This conspiracy has infected Russia with a western or 

‘cosmopolitan’ virus which is intended to destroy Russia by such means 

as alcoholism and AIDS. In January 1990 a group of about a hundred 

invaded a meeting of April, a new independent association of pro¬ 

gressive writers, which included the poet Yevgenii Yevtushenko. The 

invaders shouted Russian nationalist and anti-Semitic slogans. The 

incident followed several weeks of tension after attempts were made to 

sack Anatolli Ananiev from the editorship of Oktyabr^ a leading literary 

magazine and an organ of the Writers’ Union. Some writers also 

claimed that Jews had taken control of Leningrad’s main journal and 

demanded that they should be allowed to set up a new Leningrad 

branch which would be ‘fi'ee of Jews’. Many other manifestations of 

anti-Semitism occurred, including the publication of an article, 

‘Russophobia’ in the journal Nash Sovremennik, by Igor Shafarevich, a 

leading mathematician and member of the Academy of Sciences. 

Gorbachev rather belatedly spoke out against anti-Semitism in April, 

while in October a notable event occurred: Konstantin Smimov- 

Ostashvili, a leader of Pamyat, was convicted of anti-Semitism and 

stirring up racial hatred. In the previous January it was he who had led 

those who broke up the meeting of the April group. He received a 

sentence of ‘two years under intensified regime’ and later committed 

suicide in prison. It was claimed that this was the first time that a state 
body had openly condemned anti-Semitism. 

Towards the end of 1990 the growing concern over the state of 
the country, with a food crisis and increasingly assertive demands by 

nationalists, led to a de facto ‘law and order’ coalition being developed 

on the right. It included the army, the Soyuz group of deputies in the 

CPD and a self-styled ‘centre bloc’ claiming to represent some twenty 

parties and movements and which wanted a ‘Committee of Public 

Safety’. It demanded a return to strong, central, authoritarian govern¬ 

ment. The most assertive of these groups was Soyuz, whose main 

spokesman was a Latvian deputy. Colonel Victor Alksnis. Backed by 

the well-organized and well-entrenched Communist Party, elements in 

the army, the military-industrial complex and the KGB, the group 

proved an influential political force, especially from the autumn of 

1990 to the spring of 1991, when Gorbachev turned to them for 
political support. 

The Trade Unions 

Traditionally, Soviet trade unions were merely social organizations and 

more interested in co-operation with management than workers’ rights. 
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But numerous strikes began to take place as the political and economic 

crisis deepened. In October 1990 the trade union movement took steps 

to reform itself. It abolished the old-style central council in favour of a 

looser, federal structure. Individual unions could now join a General 

Confederation of Trade Unions. The new chairman of the confed¬ 

eration was Vladimir Shcherbakov, who saw the need to defend work¬ 

ers’ interests at a time when transition to the market economy was 

likely to cause widespread unemployment. Shortly afterwards the 

leaders of the military-industrial complex formed a National Associa¬ 

tion of State Enterprises in Industry, Construction, Transport and 

Communications, to strengthen their bargaining power. Their presi¬ 

dent called for a three-year strike ban, high taxes on co-operatives and 

a very cautious approach to denationalization, with collective forms of 
ownership preferred. 

Of all Soviet workers, the miners had a distinctive tradition of 

independent attitudes, it being easier to assert a degree of independ¬ 

ence beyond the Urals, far from Moscow. In the Kuzbass region, one 

of the main areas of the industrial unrest which arose in the late 1980s, 

they had been troublesome to the authorities before and after the 

Revolution. A special feature was that Lenin encouraged enthusiasts 

from Britain, the Netherlands and the United States to go to the area 

and create an industrial base. But they encountered increasing ob¬ 

stacles from suspicious Communist officials. After Lenin’s death in 

1926 Stalin dissolved the colony and arrested many of its members as 

‘foreign wreckers’, but they left their own imprint of free thinking and 

modem methods on an already independent-minded population. 

The area experienced considerable industrial expansion as a result 

of the massive removal of heavy industry east of the Urals in the face of 

the German invasion during the Second World War. This created an 

area ideal for organized industrial dissent. The Kuzbass strike commit¬ 

tees grew in influence after the strikes of 1989, eclipsing the local 

Communist Party and challenging the soviets. They were supported by 

radical elements in the local media (Rettie, 1991b). 

Perhaps the most significant trade union development was the 

formation of a new miners’ trade union at a delegate congress in the 

Ukrainian mining centre of Donetsk, at the end of October 1990. 

It was organized by committees outside the official union stmcture 

and resulted in agreement with the government over wages, condi¬ 

tions of work, supplies and the organization of industry. But soon some 

were denouncing the union. They felt that important elements of 

the agreement were not being implemented and that the union should 

have been restricted to underground workers, instead of includ¬ 

ing management and engineers who were seen as sympathetic to the 

government. Opponents perceived it to be the result of manipulation 
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by political parties and a government which wished to weaken 

the miners by dividing them. The official union still controlled ben¬ 

efits and facilities such as holidays and social insurance. There 

were also complications over association with international trade 

union organizations which were divided into the pro-western Miners’ 

International Federation and the left-wing International Miners’ 
Organization. 

Nevertheless, the new union decided to test its strength by organ¬ 

izing protest strikes for higher pay. These were at first one-day stop¬ 

pages but after 1 March 1991 they escalated and spread to many 

mining districts, acquiring the political dimension which had been a 

feature of the strikes of 1989, with demands for the resignation of 

Gorbachev and more autonomy for the republics. Special hostility was 

directed towards the Communist Party. Offers of millions of roubles 

to improve miners’ working and living conditions were rejected on 

the grounds that the government had not honoured its 1989 promises. 

The government accused radicals of stirring up the miners and 

Gorbachev refused to see them but they did meet Yeltsin and govern¬ 

ment ministers. The strikes were very serious for the Soviet economy 

because even a small reduction in coal production had a damaging 

effect throughout industry. Lengthy attempts to end the strike failed 

until control of the mines was transferred to the Russian Federation, 

and Yeltsin was able to reach agreement with them. However, he now 

had responsibility for keeping the agreement and avoiding confronta¬ 

tion in the future. This meant that the miners’ opprobrium might 

become transferred from Gorbachev to Yeltsin. Meanwhile steps were 

taken to get the Soviet Union’s Supreme Soviet to ban political strikes, 

although this would have been difficult to enforce. A decree of May 

1991 did ban strikes in key economic sectors and introduced a number 
of production incentives. 

The Beginnings of Party Politics 

As the organization of some form of group politics began, there was 

confusion over terminology, especially over the expressions, ‘left’ and 

‘right’. The Communists called themselves, ‘left’ while their opponents 

call them ‘right’. The anti-Communists avoided the term ‘left’ - con¬ 

sidered to have been tainted by the Communists - and used the term 

democratic . The traditional right and left designations also implied 

an ideological context which the radicals wished to remove from So¬ 

viet politics. Hence when Democratic Platform decided to form it¬ 

self into a party it eventually settled on the name Republican Party 

Russia, which linked it with the non-ideological politics of the 

United States. At first the question was how far democratic groups 
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were prepared actively to support reform of the political system. There 

was no open disagreement on aims. The differences were largely 

between personalities in what were little more than political cliques. 

But as the move towards a pluralistic society in some form developed 

the question of what form of pluralism was desirable arose, involving 

such issues as social choices in a market environment, the degree of 

regulation of a market economy, the activity of government, the control 

of factories, the role of trade unions and the purpose and extent of 
social welfare. 

The Soviet election campaign of March 1989 had given grass¬ 

roots discussion clubs the opportunity to mobilize around the attain¬ 

able short-term goal of defeating unpopular Party officials. Radical 

efforts managed to achieve considerable success and they were en¬ 

couraged to move on towards attempting to agree on new political 

programmes. Gradually, a left-right division along more familiar 

western lines could be discerned. The liberals advocated the establish¬ 

ment of a free market as quickly as possible, and Yeltsin, as well as the 

chairmen of the Moscow and Leningrad soviets, leant in this direction. 

Gorbachev’s supporters preferred to call him a social democrat, and 

felt that collectivist ideas ran deep in Russian social thinking, stemming 

from memories of the Russian communal village. They wanted a de¬ 

mocratization of political life, which had been stifled at birth when the 

Bolsheviks dissolved the Constituent Assembly, and a market 

economy. They feared that the development of a Soviet middle class, 

with the inevitable extension of social inequalities, would create a great 

deal of social tension. 

On the conservative side were the Commimist Party, including the 

bulk of the Russian Commimist Party, led by Ivan Polozkov, the 

military- industrial complex, and some of the military and KGB, who 

wished to maintain much of the existing status quo, including maxi¬ 

mum state ownership, the collective farms (even if unprofitable) and 

severe restrictions on co-operatives. But, as we have observed (see pp. 

101-2) even inside the Party some radicals and progressives were 

thinking of demanding an end of the ban on organized groups with 

their own programmes, which was imposed by Lenin at the Tenth 

Party Congress in 1921. The reason for these moves was widespread 

disappointment at the outcome of the early sessions of the CPD and 

Supreme Soviet. These sessions were remarkable in their openness and 

frank comment, which contrasted so strikingly with the Supreme So¬ 

viet of the past. But radicals emphasized that the conservative majority 

retained control and that they felt it was with the support of 

Gorbachev. The Congress, they believed, performed three important 

positive functions. It was a ‘school of democracy’ for the whole nation. 

It exposed the various interest groups within the establishment. Finally, 

it showed that the existing leadership was bankrupt, having no concrete 
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plan for solving the growing economic crisis. Their conclusion was 

that Gorbachev’s ‘revolution from above’ had failed. There had to be 

alternative programmes, and alternative groups to put them forward, 

ready for the next CPD elections. 

Political parties were beginning to be formally registered in 1990 

but not all would survive by gaining public support and electoral 

success. The end of that year saw the entrenched conservative interests 

reasserting themselves. Radicals realized that they were disunited, dis¬ 

organized and inexperienced in the ways of politics. There were calls 

for a more united opposition to Gorbachev and the Communist Party, 

as well as support for the striking miners. Early in 1991 Valentin 

Kuptsov, a Party Central Committee secretary, reported that there 

were more than 500 political parties in the Soviet Union, and twenty 

had a republic-wide membership. He said that the Communist Party 

was ready to work with any new party which did not reject socialism, 

but, at that time, the new parties had no programme except opposition 

to the Communist Party. The Republican Party was able to organize 

huge demonstrations in support of Yeltsin on the eve of the national 

referendum on the Union in March 1991. Among other groups or 

parties which emerged there were none covering all republics. They 

were small and had not yet been able to compete in elections to the 

CPD or Supreme Soviet. Until the collapse of the Soviet Union they 

were looking to the country and republic-wide elections, due in 1994 

but thought likely to be held in 1992, following the signing of the new 
Union treaty. 

The only radical group which had tried to combine several parties 

in a large coalition was Democratic Russia, which included the Demo¬ 

cratic Party, the Social Democrats, the Republican Party and the 

Christian Democrats. However, it saw itself not as a party but as a 

loosely linked movement. Right up to the end of the Soviet Union, 

all attempts to organize an effective democratic grouping failed. In 

January 1991 forty-one parties met in conference at a Congress of 

Democratic Forces in Kharkov, but only twenty-one (some extremely 

small) agreed to the final statement. Much difficulty arose from the 

differing aspirations of the various republics. Some anti-Communist 

leaders, such as Landsbergis in Lithuania, were accused of authoritar- 

i^n tendencies, while Gamsakhurdia in Georgia was seen by many as 

an autocrat. One of the last attempts to form an effective radical 

democratic party came from present or former Communists led by 

Eduard Shevardnadze and Alexander Yakovlev, the latter still an ally 

of Gorbachev’s (see p. 104). However, many radicals criticized it 

for having too many former prominent Communists among its leaders. 

It intended to hold its inaugural conference in September when its 

future organization and policies were to be decided - but the coup 
intervened. 
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Conclusion 

Although there was a great burgeoning of active groups in the atmos¬ 

phere of glasnost they revealed both the difficulties of forming politically 

salient groups in the situation then prevailing, and also the high degree 

of ignorance of the practicalities of group politics within a democratic 

context. By the time of the breakup of the Soviet Union party and 

group politics was still in a formative stage, and its future uncertain in 

all of the fifteen new republics. Those in government did not always 

appreciate the role of opposition, or understand the right and necessity 

of criticizing a legitimately elected government. 
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Economic Disaster 

The Economy Before Gorbachev 

The centralized Soviet economic planning system was created at the 

end of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s. Before that there had 

been no developed scheme for the functioning of a planned economy; 

there was little help from the writings of Marx. In addition, the regime 

faced the urgent but difficult task of introducing planning into a poorly 

developed country while attempting to reach a high level of military 

power in the shortest possible time. Stalin relied on the intuition of 

those assumed to have the knowledge of the ultimate interests of the 

working class - the Party. The five-year economic plans were based on 

information gathered from research institutes, surveys, Gosplan and 

the Council of Ministers. Getting supplies to the factories was fre¬ 

quently a major problem. Ways round it included the system known as 

tolkach: people were employed (usually illegally) to facilitate the supply 

of materials to a particular factory, building up reserves of scarce 

resources (which caused more shortages), and the creation of ‘closed 

circuits’ (the factory making its own supplies or bartering with other 

factories, and the black market). 

The factory was preoccupied with fulfilling the plan. The manage¬ 

ment was answerable to the relevant ministry and to the Party in the 

area. From 1981 productivity governed the allocation of profit-sharing 

funds but management was frequently reluctant to take innovatory 

risks. The trade unions had not been involved in the fixing of wages, 

and strikes were forbidden before Gorbachev’s time. (Strikes did some¬ 

times occur, however.) Unions had only a limited concern with condi¬ 

tions of work. Their main functions included ensuring compliance with 

laws and regulations; arbitration in disputes with the management; 

running the social security system and cultural activities; and repre¬ 

senting the workers in collective agreement negotiations, that is, ‘pro¬ 

duction commitments’ in return for social benefits and amenities. With 

perestroika official trade unions declined and independent trade unions 

began to be formed. 
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The Failure of the Command Economy 

It was said that in this ‘command economy’ most of the commands 

were in effect given by their recipients, because it was the managers 

who knew best what their factories were capable of. Co-ordinating 

plans was steadily becoming too great a task. There was a serious over¬ 

commitment of resources to too many investment projects, resulting in 

long delays and conspicuous waste. Pressures from ministerial and 

regional interests had overridden criticism for many years. Cuts in the 

programme were never sufficient to bring supply into line with de¬ 

mand. The ‘second’ economy (that is, elements of private enterprise, 

often technically illegal) had some beneficial effects^ it supplied certain 

needs efficiently, at a price. However, the ‘second’ economy also en¬ 

couraged over-centralization and rigidity in the economy because it 

covered up the deficiencies of central planning; that is, it was a correc¬ 

tive mechanism for the planned economy and reduced incentives for 

reform. The large numbers of people involved were officially catego¬ 
rized as criminals. 

After 1965 there had been a streamlining of the existing system 

with real but modest achievements. In 1973 production associations 

were created - a combination of enterprises - with greater flexibility in 

research, development and import-export decisions, but the basic 

structure of the system remained. Some improvements became evident 

in the 1980s. There was a wider application of well-tried techniques 

and an improvement in equipment and structures. These were forced 

on managers by a tightening of managerial discipline under Andropov. 

Gorbachev clearly intended to continue this (including the removal of 

ministers and top officials who were deemed unsatisfactory) and to 

accelerate technological progress. The trouble was that major reforms 

in, for example, communications and information, needed political and 

institutional rearrangements, changes in traditional attitudes and shifts 

in status among different forms of management - all very difficult. In 

the Soviet Union there were no reliable statistics, and few possessed 

management and accounting skills or truly understood market eco¬ 

nomics. Many came to regard a planned economy of the sophistication 

required in the contemporary world as impossible, even with the use of 

the most advanced computers. Anyone who did succeed in rising a 

little above the ‘dulling egalitarianism’ was subject to envy and resent¬ 

ment, as the hostility directed towards co-operatives established under 

Gorbachev illustrated (Yasmann, 1987). An example of the bizarre 

state of affairs which could arise when there was a severe shortage of 

goods and widespread food rationing was that people fell back on the 

extortionate prices of the black market (with its criminal associations) 

or the trade unions. The latter played a crucial role in distribution of 
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goods. Often goods were only available at work via the trade union but, 

when demand exceeded supply, they had to resort to a lottery. 

The ‘Novosibirsk Paper’ 

In the summer of 1983 the ‘Novosibirsk Paper’ was leaked to western 

journalists, the first example to become public of an attempt to deal 

realistically with the Soviet Union’s economic and social problems. 

The fact that it was prepared at all shows that realization of the extent 

of the Soviet Union’s crisis, and the need for a new approach, was 

rapidly gaining ground among experts and some politicians. It was 

largely the work of Tatyana Zaslavskaia, one of a group of social 

scientists in the academic city of Novosibirsk. The paper tried to relate 

economic policy to the fundamental social problems which had been 

officially ignored. It was a frank discussion of Soviet economic weak¬ 

nesses and emphasized the need for independent enterprises, realistic 

price policies, market relations and more progressive forms of salary. 

Hesitations about radical reform were not just the result of in¬ 

grained vested interests. Under the old system enterprises were in¬ 

formed who their customers and suppliers were and, in principle, 

deliveries were compulsory, whether or not the fixed prices enabled a 

profit to be made. As the economy collapsed the element of compul¬ 

sion no longer operated but had not been replaced by a proper market- 

based contract. The Party’s control weakened, republics and regions 

started to go their own way, and barter became widespread. There was 

nervousness in the face of the unknown, lack of training and experi¬ 

ence, poor flow of information, and weak grasp of the still ambiguous 

details of the new system intended to be based on market principles. 

What Gorbachev Inherited 

In January 1989 Gorbachev called the budget deficit ‘our gravest 

legacy from the past’ and indicated that stark economic choices had to 

be made to reduce allocations in areas not having a direct bearing on 

people’s social needs. The deficit had been carefully concealed from 

the public. The Minister of Finance, Boris Gostev, put it at 36 billion 

roubles, but this did not take account of 63.4 billions borrowed from 

people’s savings in the state banking system. Thus the budget deficit 

was not backed by goods but by printed banknotes or the money 

borrowed from personal savings. As long as the rouble was not convert¬ 

ible, the Soviet deficit did not have the significance for the global 

economy as did that of the United States. Making an issue of it was 

largely political, enabling Gorbachev to blame the Brezhnev era for the 
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slowness of perestroika^ and to put pressure on the big spending minis¬ 

tries to cut their budgets. The rouble inspired no confidence and the 

Soviet Union had lost its grip on the money supply. The Soviet authori¬ 

ties said that they wanted to introduce partial and, eventually, total 

convertibility of the rouble. But the task would be formidable, given 

that the rouble was not even convertible into goods domestically, as 

evidenced by the numerous discrepancies between relative prices 

within the country (Hanson, 1987). However, the new rouble ex¬ 

change rate which came into effect on 1 January 1991 partially allevi¬ 

ated some immediate problems. 

Early Changes Under Gorbachev 

A crucial question for perestroika was the ownership of property. The 

abolition of private property was one of the most significant measures 

taken after the Revolution to eradicate exploitation, and its full-scale 

restoration would have been too much to accept for most people. 

Eighty-five per cent of property in the Soviet Union was owned by the 

state and the aim was to get this dPwn to about 30 per cent (a process 

called ‘destatization’). The intention of the 1990 Property Bill which 

came before the Supreme Soviet was to legalize various forms of 

ownership. The Deputy Prime Minister, Leonid Abalkin, said that the 

bill ‘stands firm on the inadmissability’ of exploitation. Society had a 

‘negative attimde to the term private property’, he said. The main 

sticking point seemed to be the actual employment of one person by 

another. A heated debate took place on the meaning of ‘socialist 

property’, ‘exploitation of man by man’ and the ‘alienation of the 

worker from the means of production’ in the preamble to the bill. Some 

feared changes in the law would lead to these dangers occurring, while 

others argued that there had been no greater exploitation and aliena¬ 

tion of workers than that achieved by state industry. In the end a 

compromise preamble stated that alienation and exploitation should 

not occur under any form of ownership, and the expression ‘private 

property’ was avoided in favour of ‘individual property’ and ‘socialist 
property’. 

Achieving economic efficiency was an enormous task and the 

situation was deteriorating. Statistics were unreliable, there were black 

markets alongside rationing, and criminal activity. There was a need 

for improvement in quality as well as growth, with only 18 per cent of 

Soviet production up to world standards. Attempts were made to hold 

down wage increases with high progressive taxes on collectives which 

awarded wages above the rate of productivity. Thus the new co¬ 

operative movement was burdened with high taxes and, consequently, 

unpopular high prices. Reform was also inhibited by a fear of insecurity 
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and unemployment. The breakdown of the centralized supply and 

distribution system had created one of the biggest problems for 

perestroika. By the beginning of 1991, in an attempt to alleviate this 

situation, there were about a hundred commodity exchanges either in 

existence or announcing their formation. The main initial problem was 

to find sufficient goods to exchange. But at least it was a development 

with potential to grow into a market-based alternative to the state 
system. 

In June 1987 a Law on State Enterprise was introduced with the 

intention of reducing bureaucratic interference and increasing mana¬ 

gerial freedom. But as the law was coming into effect Gorbachev 

admitted on television that the great efforts of 1988 had failed to 

produce the results that were needed. A government report published 

at about the same time said that farms and factories were not producing 

goods fast enough to satisfy growing incomes, and much of what they 

did produce was still of low quality. This was a major cause of inflation. 

New technology was being introduced too slowly. The 1988 grain 

harvest was the worst for three years, 195 million tons compared with 

211 tons in 1987. The shortfall meant heavy buying of grain in the 

United States and having to use hard currency reserves, making it 

harder to buy consumer goods. Rationing had to be introduced 

in several towns in central Russia. Food distribution and storage 

remained chaotically inefficient. According to a Central committee 

estimate 40 per cent of food produced was lost between production 
and reaching the shops. 

Suggestions for Reform 

A turning point in Gorbachev’s realization that the reality of perestroika 

was very different from the speeches and theories came during a visit to 

Siberia in September 1988. A walkabout in the city of Krasnoyarsk 

turned into a nationally televised display of discontent. There were 

loud complaints about, among other things, housing, lack of food, the 

co-operatives and the endless Party meetings which produced nothing. 

Many thought that Gorbachev was attempting to graft the structure of 

capitalism on to a system which it was intended to keep socialist. The 

western view had always been that the Soviet Union would not achieve 

a real economic breakthrough unless it accepted the political conse¬ 

quences: that economic monopoly cannot be abolished unless political 

monopoly is also abolished. So far, Gorbachev had talked of market 

socialism and socialist pluralism but had not embraced a real change in 

the one-party system, although this was beginning to happen anyway. 

He relied on monitoring and feedback but he risked getting the worst 

of both worlds. Whatever remained of central planning (and it could be 

a great deal) and a partial market economy together could result in 
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permanent tension, generating muddle and conflict. Some argued that 

this was happening already. For example, the offer of fifty-year leases to 

farm workers went part of the way to restoring the link between the 

peasant and the land broken by Stalin. But not many took up the offer 

because Gorbachev continued to give priority to collective farms and 

would not admit that they had been a failure. Similarly, the co-opera¬ 

tives were told that the government would do everything to promote 

them but, in the face of restrictions and hostile public opinion, their 

scope was limited and they were highly taxed. In any case, they 

flourished in service areas (such as restaurants) rather than industry. 

The crisis continued to grow steadily throughout 1989 with con¬ 

siderable discussion among experts and advisers about what to do. 

Price increases were rejected as too risky politically. The need to reduce 

the budget deficit was recognized; it would be done by cuts in defence 

spending and prestige projects and by raising money with new and 

unconventional methods such as issuing loan certificates for special 

projects. Leonid Abalkin advocated an end to all subsidies to loss 

making industries, which he said would save 20 billion roubles a year. 

The Arms, he said, should go out of business or be handed over to their 

workers or co-operatives. The problem of food shortage could be met 

by an increase of imports from the West. 

Ryzhkov’s First Economic Reform Plan 

Nikolai Ryzhkov, the Prime Minister, presenting his first economic 

reform proposals in 1989, said that the government had rejected both 

the idea of going straight over to a market economy and a return to 

centralized control. Instead, it had decided on a policy which provided 

for a huge increase in the production of goods and services in 1990, 

followed by a (very slow) stage-by-stage introduction of ‘market rela¬ 

tionships’. It seems that considerable conservative pressure had been 

brought to bear on Gorbachev at a Central Committee meeting a few 

days previously when regional Party chiefs denounced his policies. The 

Abalkin proposals of a few weeks before had, therefore, been watered 

down. Instead, emergency measures were to be taken to reduce the 

budget deficit from the existing 10 per cent of gross national product to 

about 2-2.5 per cent. Inflation was to be brought under control and the 

external balance of trade corrected. The government also drafted a set 

of measures to restrain the growth of wages in order to reduce the 

demand for goods. Ryzhkov told the CPD that he was against freezing 

savings accounts or monetary reform of a kind to devalue the internal 

rouble and cut the value of individuals’ savings. He also rejected 

rationing as a backward step. Critics felt it was difficult to see how any 

of the proposals could be achieved under the existing rigid system. 
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Gavriil Popov, editor of Voprosy Ekonomiki, said the government’s 

programme was still based on central planning. Throwing money at 

economic problems through ‘administrative socialism’ from the centre 

had not worked since Khrushchev’s time and would not work now. It 

seemed that they were trying to move towards a market economy by 

tightening administration. Nevertheless the CPD approved the 

Ryzhkov plan, most of its members being representatives of conserva¬ 

tive Party and management interests. 

Ryzhkov’s Second Economic Reform Plan 

Reports on the state of the Soviet economy in the first half of 1990 were 

gloomy. The only bright spots were the declining budget deficit and the 

prospects of a big grain harvest - except that transportation problems 

would severely hinder the gathering of the latter. The first meeting of 

the new Presidential Council was told that drastic action was needed 

and new proposals were being formulated. The Ryzhkov plan of 1989 

was judged a failure. The difficulty was in bringing in painful reforms 

without causing major public unrest, and by a government without a 

popularly elected mandate. Opposition to reform came, not only from 

the bureaucracy, but from the trade unions who insisted on the right to 

work, the protection of the poorer sections of the community (the 

lower paid, war veterans, large families and students) and the preser¬ 

vation of the real value of wages. 

When the new reform proposals were finally published in May 

1990 the main difference between them and the proposals of Decem¬ 

ber 1989 was the scale and speed of price rises envisaged. On average, 

Ryzhkov told the Supreme Soviet, food prices would double from 

January 1991. The price of bread, so cheap that farmers fed it to cattle, 

would double on 1 July. The cost of many services, including transport, 

would also increase sharply. The transition to a market economy would 

happen in stages. First would be the preparatory period imtil the end 

of 1990, with legislation passed to establish a ‘regulated market 

economy’, together with banking, credit, tax and financial reform. The 

second stage, beginning on 1 January 1991, would start with a drastic 

price reform, and a 15 per cent bonus to all wage earners by way of 

compensation. R5^hkov said that present prices refiected neither the 

cost of production, nor the relationship between supply and demand. 

Nor were they in line with world prices. In the third stage, 1993-5, the 

economy would be ‘de-monopolized’: some 60 per cent of state enter¬ 

prises would become joint stock companies in market competition. 

The proposals met with a storm of criticism from politicians and 

the public. Reformers opposed them on the groimd that they did not go 

far enough. Officials had said that there would be no ‘shock therapy’ 
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but when the plan was finally unveiled it was described as ‘shock but no 

therapy’. The proposals, by envisaging a move to a market economy 

step by step, were ‘rather like changing from driving on the left to 

driving on the right by stages, starting with trucks’ as one commentator 

said. News of impending price rises caused widespread panic buying in 

Moscow and other cities in May, requiring Gorbachev to go on televi¬ 

sion to appeal for calm. The Moscow authorities tried to stop people 

coming into the city to buy goods by announcing that shops would only 

serve those with residence permits. Other cities retaliated by stopping, 

or threatening to stop, supplies of goods to Moscow. The reality was 

that the Ryzhkov reforms were dead even before the Supreme Soviet 

rejected them, and even though the government announced the post¬ 

ponement of the proposed increase in the price of bread. It instructed 

the government to come up with an alternative programme by 1 

September. Nevertheless, some progress towards a market economy 

was made. In June the Supreme Soviet voted to ask Gorbachev to issue 

a series of decrees from July which would put into effect anti-monopoly 

provisions and freedom to start small businesses, although the Su¬ 

preme Soviet had not had a chance to debate the corresponding laws. 

These and other requests that he issue decrees on de-nationalizing and 

de-centralizing ownership, and setting up joint stock companies, 

amounted to a very considerable programme of privatization and went 
beyond the second Ryzhkov plan just rejected. 

Fundamental Problems 

Many pertinent questions were now being asked. Was there a consist¬ 

ent and workable set of reforms? Was there the political will, legitimacy 

and authority required to impose a necessarily painful and unpopular 

series of measures? Was a market economy incompatible with a domi¬ 

nant role for state ownership of the means of production? Should there 

be a capital market in which shares in companies might be freely 

bought and sold? Should private entrepreneurs be allowed to employ 

workers and, if so, up to what limits? Should a foreign currency market 
be established? 

Gorbachev now understood that raising all prices by an average of 

50 per cent but keeping them controlled was not the same as a free 

market. Even with wage and subsidy compensation, the price rises 

would have meant a 16 per cent cut in real living standards. So the next 

attempt at reform had to try to bring in the structure of capital and 

labour markets while stabilizing the budget and the money supply more 

gradually. The Soviet Union badly wanted foreign investment, for the 

expertise as much as the foreign currency. Yet only about 200 of the 
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1,700 joint ventures authorized were operating, and all on a small scale. 

In foreign exchange allocation, as in other sectors, central planning had 

broken down. Before western banks would lend money the Soviet 

Union needed expert advice on economic policy, land tenure, indus¬ 

trial management, company law and financial systems. 

The ‘500-Day^ Shatalin Plan and Ryzhkov’s 

Third Economic Reform Plan 

At the beginning of August a further attempt to devise an acceptable 

economic policy was made. Gorbachev and Yeltsin agreed to the 

setting up of a high-powered twelve-member commission. It was not 

clear how the new commission would integrate with Ryzhkov’s third 

economic reform plan due in September, when the commission was 

also expected to report. There was no indication of co-operation be¬ 

tween the two: the commission was to base its proposals on the Russian 

Federation’s ‘500-day plan’ (drawn up by Stanislav Shatalin and 

Grigorii Yavlinsky) while the government’s plan aimed to stabilize and 

restructure the economy, rather than moving cautiously in stages as 

envisaged previously. In the middle of August both Yeltsin and 

Gorbachev cut short their holidays to return to Moscow where a crisis 

had arisen in the commission. Yeltsin suggested that work should stop 

on Ryzhkov’s third attempt to produce a viable reform package as he 

saw it as unnecessary duplication. When the Supreme Soviet convened 

in the second week of September it found that there was as yet no 

agreed plan to consider. The situation became even more confused 

when the Russian Supreme Soviet decided it would adopt the radical 

Shatalin ‘500-day’ plan anyway, while Ryzhkov’s position was further 

tmdermined by Gorbachev indicating that he preferred the Shatalin 

plan. 

As well as the rivalry between Gorbachev and Yeltsin, the role of 

Ryzhkov was significant. Much vilified by radicals, he was an important 

figure in the military-industrial complex, within which he had made 

his career. These huge defence and engineering plants were the ones 

most threatened by privatization and were closely linked to the govern¬ 

ment and Party bureaucracies. It appears that they were imposing a 

veto on significant reform and the refusal of Ryzhkov to heed radical 

demands to resign was connected with this. He brought 3,000 manag¬ 

ers to the Kremlin for a conference in which Gorbachev was fiercely 

attacked. They argued that the reforms would cause economic chaos. 

The problem with the Ryzhkov plans was that they were perceived as 

too cautious and too centralized, this making them unacceptable to the 

republics. The Shatalin plan advocated a rapid transition to a market 

economy, and a very loose relationship between the centre and the 
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republics, with the centre having a bare minimum of powers. Shatalin 

proposed a transition to a western-style market economy in 500 days, 

by the end of which only 30 per cent of state enterprises would remain 

in state hands (Shatalin, 1990). This was probably unrealistic in the 

circumstances of the Soviet Union, unfamiliar as it was with private 

ownership and the workings of the market. It would prove difficult, 

first, to dislodge the old bureaucracy which would try to take over the 

new privatized enterprises, and, second, to carry the general public’s 

support in the face of an inevitable period of disruption. Previous fierce 

opposition to price rises and to co-operatives illustrated this. 

The Gorbachev Compromise Plan 

By the third week in September Gorbachev seemed to be backing away 

from the Shatalin plan. Further delays occurred in the Supreme Soviet, 

which appeared reluctant to come to a decision. This indecision indi¬ 

cated genuine disagreement and concern, a power struggle between 

individual politicians and between the centre and the republics, and 

conflicting opinions among the population. It may be that, by assuming 

wide presidential powers, Gorbachev hoped to impose far-reaching 

reform and to break the veto of the military—industrial complex. But 

events in the latter part of 1990 indicated that he was more likely to 

compromise and in fact wished to do so. In spite of his previously 

indicated support for the Shatalin plan, Gorbachev suddenly an¬ 

nounced that he had rejected it. There was much speculation on why 

he did this. Pressure fi-om hard-line vested interests, the divided organi¬ 

zation and hence weak political ‘clout’ of the radicals, fear of pop¬ 

ular unrest getting out of control, and a realization that the Shatalin 

plan devolved most power to the republics were all put forward as 
explanations. 

Whatever the reasons, Gorbachev’s compromise (‘Basic Direc¬ 
tions for the Stabilization of the National Economy and the Transfer to 

a Market Economy’) was published in mid-October. He admitted that 

the country’s economy was in a grave state of crisis and that a transfer 

to a market economy was essential. The reforms would be carried out 

in four stages with no time-scale indicated. The first would be 

‘stabilization of the national economy’ especially the control of prices. 

The second stage would involve the privatization of small businesses 

and the establishment of a market infrastructure within ‘severe 

financial restrictions and a flexible price system’. Third would be the 

establishment of the market, with a housing market and wage reform, 

including a minimum wage. The last stage would be ‘the completion of 

the stabilization period and include the limited convertibility of the 
rouble (Rettie, 1990e). 
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These proposals were far closer to the third Ryzhkov plan (al¬ 

though the republics got more say than Gorbachev wanted) than to the 

Shatalin plan and were immediately denounced by Yeltsin. The 

Shatalin plan was much more generous to the republics than ‘Basic 

Directions’. In ‘Basic Directions’ the centre would have power to 

delegate authority over the economy to the republics, not vice versa, 

and the amount of authority left in central hands was greater. Never¬ 

theless, the Supreme Soviet overwhelmingly backed ‘Basic Directions’, 

although it was from the start going to be jeopardized by the reluctance 

of the republics to adopt it and by the immediate economic and 

financial difficulties, such as the budget deficit whose extent was dis¬ 

puted but colossal. By November ‘Basic Directions’ was being attacked 

as inadequate in the West, and also by some Soviet economists, includ¬ 

ing Shatalin. They said that the plan was merely Ryzhkov’s in disguise 

and, in addition, the Shatalin plan was also not being implemented in 

the Russian Federation in spite of a decision to do so. As a result of 

delays the republics were taking their own measures, which compli¬ 

cated national unity. The increasing economic difficulties were high¬ 

lighted by the introduction of rationing in some cities, including 

Moscow and Leningrad. There were calls for Gorbachev to exercise his 

powers to take decisive action or resign. It became clear that the 

government seemed to have neither the will or the capacity to imple¬ 

ment ‘Basic Directions’. The Soviet Union appeared to be without 

agreed or viable policies to reform the rapidly collapsing economy. 

The Crisis of the Planless Economy 

A month later the government presented its proposed budget and 

forecasts for 1991. There was confusion because of the inability of the 

Finance Minister to provide complete budgetary figures for the whole 

country; Russia and the three Baltic republics had refused to take part 

in budget discussions. Billions of roubles had not been received be¬ 

cause of refusals to pay contributions from Russia, Ukraine, the Baltic 

republics, Georgia and Moldavia. At the end of December the Russian 

Supreme Soviet voted to cut its contribution to the country’s central 

budget by more than 80 per cent. The Soviet Finance Minister, 

Valentin Pavlov, said that since most of the central budget income 

came from the Russian Federation ‘we cannot guarantee regular pay¬ 

ments of salaries, pensions and allowances’. The CPD gave the repub¬ 

lics two weeks to reach agreement, which they did after considerable 

difficulties and delays. 

Ryzhkov was finally compelled to resign, after a heart attack. He 

was succeeded by Valentin Pavlov. Meanwhile, forecasts of impending 

economic catastrophe continued into 1991, with suggestions of 
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hyperinflation and policies which would hinder aid and credits from the 

West. Actions designed to deal with problems sometimes seem ill 

thought out. An example was the withdrawal of flfty and one hundred 

rouble notes with only a few days for citizens to exchange them at the 

banks, up to a limit of a half their salary and to a maximum of 1,000 

roubles. It was aimed at hitting black marketeers and speculators but 

ordinary citizens were at first badly affected by inconvenience and 

uncertainty. Potentially it gave the authorities the chance to conduct an 

instant audit of all enterprises, a step towards a better taxation system. 

Enterprises had to account for their funds before being repaid in new 

money. 
Large price rises were announced for 2 April, but still fixed by the 

state rather than market based. This time the rises were handled more 

sensitively than in 1990. More warning was given and some compen¬ 

satory rises in wages, tax allowances, pensions, student grants, and 

child benefits were effected in advance. In spite of all this, significant 

strikes and protest demonstrations took place, especially in Belorussia 

and in the mining industry. In any case, higher wages would increase 

production costs and inflation was likely to be the result. Only higher 

productivity could prevent this, but output fell by 4.5 per cent in the 

first two months of 1991. Among reasons intended to pass the blame 

for the increases from the government to others, Gorbachev said that 

some enterprises and local authorities were independently buying from 

suppliers at the best possible prices rather than going through the 

established state distribution channels. Instead of pointing out that this 

was the essence of a market system - supply, demand and a price 

contract - he condemned the practice as ‘extremely negative’. In April 

Prime Minister Pavlov produced yet another draft programme to deal 

with the crisis. It consisted of stabilization measures and proposals for 

the transition to a market economy. It was almost immediately with¬ 

drawn for further consideration after most commentators found its 

proposals inadequate. 

The Economy after the Coup 

The failure of the coup attempt focused attention on the continuing 

economic problems of the Soviet Union. The changes instituted by 

Gorbachev were essentially marginal. Soviet enterprises had become 

responsible for their own accounts and for foreign trade - which 

enabled them to grasp the idea of profit - but the centralized system 

was still in place, plagued by supply shortages. The changes had been 

piecemeal and complicated by moves to acquires more power for the 

republics. Although attempts had been made to make enterprises more 

commercially conscious, it was only at the margins - in small busi- 
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nesses, crafts and private food markets — that privatization had oc¬ 

curred. The co-operative movement had established a food distribu¬ 

tion system, but was often involved in crime and charged very high 

prices. It was not surprising that the virtues of the free market were not 

readily perceived by the average citizen. The positive side had been a 

willingness to learn on the part of some Soviet managers, often by 

means of joint ventures with foreign firms. Large-scale foreign invest¬ 

ment, however, was unlikely until acceptable laws on foreign invest¬ 

ment, property ownership and contract had been established. 

After the attempted coup a team of economists, led by Grigorii 

Yavlinsky, worked on a new economic treaty. But it soon ran into 

difficulties as some republics announced unilateral measures. A tenta¬ 

tive agreement was reached at the Alma-Ata conference in October 

when the republics recognized their economic interdependence and the 

need for agreement. They agreed on free trade between republics, a 

common currency and the raising of taxes by the republics, which 

would then contribute to central funds. They would also share the 

resources and responsibilities of the old Soviet Union. However, the 

reality was that some republics - Russia, Ukraine, Belorussia and 

Azerbaijan - were in a much stronger position than the others, and it 

seemed unlikely that they could continue to charge prices below the^ 

world level in the long run. Eventually, eight republics signed the 

economic treaty, with Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Moldova and Georgia post¬ 

poning their adherence. The sticking point was the proposal for a 

common financial and monetary system. There was an additional 

hurdle and delay in the requirement that republic parliaments ratify the 

provisions before they took effect. In the event, the treaty was rendered 

ineffective by the collapse of the Soviet Union in December. 

Russia Goes its Own IVay 

The reluctance of Ukraine and others to agree made Russia again 

threaten to take unilateral action. In the middle of November Yeltsin 

announced the suspension of all Soviet oil export licences to protect 

domestic supplies, and the taking over of responsibility for Soviet gold 

and diamonds, most of which were found on Russian territory. Next 

came a unilateral Russian take-over of exchange rates, the money 

supple and wages. Soon after this, Russia, Kazakhstan, Ukraine and 

Belorussia repudiated the Soviet Union’s agreements with the Inter¬ 

national Monetary Fund and the World Bank. They said that they 

would take joint responsibility for paying the Soviet Union’s foreign 

debt but would not accept any commitment contracted ‘after the 

Soviet Union ceased to exist as a single state’. Eventually, eight repub¬ 

lics (not including Ukraine) agreed with the Group of Seven (the most 
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economically advanced countries) to guarantee the foreign debt. The 

terms, however, were harsh and many thought the West was missing a 

significant opportunity to exercise ‘self-interested generosity’. 
At the end of November Russia engineered a financial crisis for the 

Soviet government by denying a quorum to the Council of the Union 

so that it could not approve a huge additional credit from the state bank 

(Gosbank) to finance the government. Later, Russia took over the state 

bank and provided the credit, so underlining the increasing weakness of 

the central government. As the Soviet Union formally came to an end, 

to be replaced by the loose and fragile Commonwealth of Independent 

States, Russia announced that it would start freeing prices and wages at 

the end of the year. This was a very risky action which could have 

resulted in hyperinflation and chaos. Almost all the former Soviet 

Union’s gold reserves had been used in debt servicing so there would 

be nothing to stop the total collapse of the rouble when it became 

convertible. The other successor republics were still economically very 

interdependent, with all their economic problems tmresolved. Even 

those republics with potentially strong economies faced a long period 

of economic and political crisis. 
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From Superpower to Supplicant 

Principles of Soviet Foreign Policy 

For understanding global issues the Soviet Union used a different set of 

concepts and parameters from the West, based on its ideological 

premisses: military strength, superpower status, and global interests. 

The concept of the dialectic, an assumption of continuous change 

brought about by conflict, meant that the western goal of ‘working 

compromise’ was rejected. The West worked towards some sort of 

agreement. The Soviet Union aimed at a favourable deal as a stage 

towards the attaining of further advantages; global compromise was not 

seen as realistic. The Soviets also emphasized the importance of initia¬ 

tive, especially in a nuclear age. There was a need to avoid simply 

reacting to the actions of others, although the Soviet Union did, in 

practice, do just this and had a tendency to minimize risks and to back 

down in crises. There had been various setbacks since the Second 

World War such as failures in the Third World and the breakup of 

Communist unity after the death of Stalin. 

The Domestic Context 

Soviet leaders gave priority to domestic over foreign affairs. Stability in 

Soviet foreign policy depended on perceived national interest, the 

priorities of ethnic groups, and interests such as the military-industrial 

complex and the bureaucracy. Relevant matters included economic 

resources and demographic features, and there was a heritage of his¬ 

torical, ideological and cultural factors, including Marxist-Leninist 

doctrines, the influence of Stalin and the development of new (espe¬ 

cially nuclear) technology. The influence of the increasingly discon¬ 

tented military and industrial lobbies was undoubtedly important. 

These were not pressure groups in the western sense but acted by 

means of personalities, mutual obligations and loyalties. They had a 
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tendency to react to western actions or attitudes in order to enhance 
their domestic position. The failure of the economy weakened the 
Soviet Union’s position in world markets and its ability to keep up with 
advanced technology. In addition, nationalist demands undermined 
the central government and attracted growing attention from other 
countries concerned about fellow nationals or co-religionists, or eager 
to take advantage of the Soviet Union’s difficulties. Soviet domestic 
backwardness was increasingly causing pressure for more interaction 
between the Soviet Union and the ‘developed’ West. Improved contact 
with the outside world was often a way of postponing unpalatable 
political and social reform at home. The Soviet Union was tom be¬ 
tween preserving the status quo and adapting to a changing world, both 
of which meant internal and external insecurity. These matters, as 
much if not more than, the policies of the West, decided the Soviet 
Union’s relations with the rest of the world. 

Foreign Policy Before Gorbachev 

A new Soviet peace campaign in the early 1980s was part of a long¬ 
term offensive strategy but was also intended to consolidate gains 
made. The Soviet Union was still active in the Third World but had 
inadequate resources, so that involvement had to be low key. It offered 
military aid to Third World states and former western colonies to 
increase its own influence or at least prevent them from identifying with 
the West. The policy depended on helping clients maintain one-party 
states, after they had been established, through assistance in political 
and secret police techniques, arms sales, military training, and eco¬ 
nomic aid. These regimes were often bmtal and artificial. The Soviet 
Union also tried to establish its influence through Communist or 
sympathetic client states such as Cuba, Nicaragua, Ethiopia, Angola, 
Mozambique, Afghanistan and Yemen. The intervention in Afghani¬ 
stan, in order to sustain the Communist regime there, raised old fears 
in the West of Soviet expansionism. But only in Viemam was there a 
significant Soviet input to help overthrow the previous regime. The 
more its military help increased the more its political influence de¬ 
clined. It was never able to give much economic aid. 

Another group of allies was built out of various countries who were 
anti-American. The Middle East countries, who were anti-American 
because of American backing for Israel, came to be supported by the 
Soviet Union, even though they were often also anti-Communist. Eight 
of the ten biggest recipients of Soviet investment were in the Middle 
East, including Turkey, a member of NATO. The Soviet Union also 
tried to increase Soviet influence and security by a buffer of Commu- 
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nist states in Eastern Europe, linked by the military alliance of the 

Warsaw Pact. The aim was to maintain tight control over Eastern 

Europe while extending influence in Western Europe. It involved ques¬ 

tions such as whether to woo West Germany or to isolate her, and 

whether to play off Western Europe against the United States and try 

to dominate the entire European continent. 

Gorbachev Rethinks Foreign Policy 

Under Gorbachev these policies were reviewed and perceived to be 

morally suspect and short-sighted, disastrous both to the countries 

concerned and to the Soviet Union. Eduard Shevardnadze, 

Gorbachev’s Foreign Minister, said, Tt is time to realize that neither 

socialism, nor friendship, nor good neighbourliness, nor respect can be 

respect can be produced by bayonets, tanks or blood’ (Shevardnadze, 

1990). He argued that recognition of national sovereignty and non¬ 

intervention were principles not to be broken either in Eastern Europe 

or elsewhere. The Soviet Union’s policy in the Third World was 

transformed. Almost the only Soviet commitments that remained were 

Cuba and Nicaragua, and in both these cases the level of engagement 

was much scaled down. The vital impulse to such changes was that the 

Soviet Union had realized that its long isolation from the rest of the 

world was a major cause of its present crisis. Shevardnadze indicated 

that refusal to look at the world objectively had led Moscow to ignore 

the revolution iii science and technology and its impact on the world 

economy. It similarly failed to see the foolishness of basing its foreign 

trade on exports of oil and gas instead of producing manufacturing 

goods to sell on the world market. This blindness, he said, contributed 

to vast material investments in hopeless foreign policy projects. 

Shevardnadze used the jargon of the past to demolish the founda¬ 

tions of traditional Soviet strategy. ‘Peaceful coexistence’, he told his 

Foreign Ministry, should no longer be understood as ‘a special form of 

the class struggle . . . the struggle between two opposing systems is no 

longer a determining tendency of the present era’ (Frankland, 1989). 

This meant that the Soviet Union should not see itself as pitted 

militarily, economically and ideologically against much of the rest of 

the world. Instead, there had to be strong diplomatic efforts to improve 

relations with many countries, including China, Japan and Israel. But 

disagreements continued within the Soviet leadership. Yegor Ligachev 

quickly contradicted Shevardnadze. International relations, he said, 

were ‘particularly class in nature . . . any other way of putting this 

matter introduces confusion into the consciousness of our people and 

our friends abroad’ (Frankland, 1989). 
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Europe 

In a speech to the Council of Europe in July 1989 Gorbachev outlined 

his European policy. It was based on political reality and a doctrine of 

restraint, and targeted on the creation of a ‘vast economic space from 

the Atlantic to the Urals’. He wanted to define the goals clearly enough 

to avoid chaos and to narrow the East-West economic gap. This 

required reconciling western interests with the Soviet Union’s own. He 

emphasized that the West had to accept that the states of Europe 

belonged to different systems. But he insisted on ‘the sovereign right of 

each people to choose their own social system at their own discretion’ 

and said he envisaged ‘a change in the social and political order in some 

countries’. East European states soon took him at his word and ended 

Communist control. Without Soviet support they were unable to pre¬ 

vent non-Communists (or reformist Communists) from taking power 

in the latter part of 1989 and into 1990. They had economies in varying 

stages of decline, in spite of cheap supplies of Soviet fuel and raw 

material. Comecon, the Soviet bloc common market, was in danger of 

impoverishing them all and could not remain as it was. The Soviet 

Union’s good relations with Finland were now pointed to as a model of 

what the Soviet Union’s attitude to its neighbours should be. (A new 

treaty was signed with Finland.) However, some felt that the Soviet 

Union’s influence on Finland had been considerable and that the 

Eastern European countries were still heavily dependent on the Soviet 

Union for trade, including vital basic products such as oil. Some or all 

Eastern European countries might want to join the European Commu¬ 

nity at some time in the future, while events had created the need for 

some new all-European security agreement. Gorbachev was setting the 

tone for this by using such expressions as ‘our common European 

home’. 

The most significant development was the reunification of 

Germany. In a speech to the European Parliament in December, 

Shevardnadze outlined the Soviet position. He supported self-determi¬ 

nation without interference from outside, and asked everyone to con¬ 

sider the security implications. The question of the existing European 

borders was also an important issue. The interests of other European 

states were vital in deciding the German unity issue, not least those of 

the Soviet Union, which had lost 20 million lives in the Second World 

War. On each of his visits to Western Europe Gorbachev insisted that 

there was no design to decouple Western Europe from NATO or 

detach West Germany from its western alliance. He made it clear that, 

while security issues had priority, he recognized that, for the Soviet 

Union, economic relations in Europe were equally important. He 

needed western capital and urged western businesses to take a more 
long-term view of investment in the Soviet Union. 
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Relations with Other Countries 

A series of talks took place at the end of 1990 with a view to restoring 

diplomatic relations with Israel. These continued through 1991 with 

Alexander Bessmertnykh (Shevardnadze’s successor) paying the first 

visit to Israel of a Soviet foreign minister since independence forty- 

three years before. Relations with Israel were closely related to the 

questions of emigration of Jews from the Soviet Union and the joint 

sponsoring, with the United States, of a Middle East peace conference. 

In Asia diplomatic relations were established with South Korea but 

there were continuing difficulties with Japan over the Kuril Islands 

(known in Japan as the Northern Territories). They had been taken 

from Japan after the Second World War and Japan was not prepared to 

sign a peace treaty or extend aid to the Soviet Union until they were 

handed back. The problem was not resolved by a visit by Gorbachev to 
Japan in April 1991. 

The arrival of George Bush as United States President might have 

heralded a more pragmatic and cautious approach to Gorbachev as his 

domestic policies ran into difficulties. There were elements in Wash¬ 

ington who did not regard Gorbachev as a good risk. Central Intelli¬ 

gence Agency (CIA) personnel and defence experts were often 

reluctant to admit that the Soviet Union could change significantly. 

The Pentagon did not want to hear that the Soviet military threat was 

lessened, entailing that the United States military budget could justifi¬ 

ably be cut. But undoubtedly a great rethinking of United States policy 

was necessary. For the sceptics Gorbachev’s peace initiative was seen 

as a way of sowing discord among the members of the western alliance. 

The United states felt that Western Europe was too sympathetic to 

Gorbachev’s Soviet Union compared with the caution of Japan, and 

compared with the fact that China only agreed to a conference after its 

three conditions of troop withdrawals from Afghanistan, Kampuchea 

and the Mongolian border were met. The United States preferred the 

Chinese approach to that of many West European politicians. Behind 

these suspicions was Robert Gates, formerly Deputy Director of the 

CIA, and then deputy at the National Security Council. His CIA inter¬ 

nal survey of Gorbachev’s position concluded pessimistically in the 

autumn of 1988 that Gorbachev was locked in a paradox: the more his 

reforms progressed, the more they destabilized the system and encour¬ 

aged vested interests to stop the reforms to preserve their position. 

Although President Bush did not write off Gorbachev, he was 

worried about the destabilizing trends and the possibility that 

Gorbachev or a successor could halt or reverse perestroika. He was 

concerned that Gorbachev and his two former closest Politburo allies, 

Alexander Yakovlev, head of the Central Committee’s International 

Department, and Eduard Shevardnadze, the Foreign Minister, were 
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preoccupied with foreign policy, while domestic affairs such as law 

reform, agriculture and ideology were run by conservative figures. As a 

precaution Bush cultivated direct contacts with the heads of the sepa¬ 

rate republics, a move Gorbachev did not approve of. Shevardnadze 

dramatically resigned on 20 December 1990, making it clear that he 

felt conservative critics were undermining foreign as well as domestic 

policy. In later speeches and interviews he said that he was criticized for 

almost every aspect of the new Soviet policies: disarmament without 

any real concessions to compensate for it from the West, German 

reunification, the ending of Communist governments in Eastern 

Europe and the collapse of the Warsaw Pact. He was accused, he said, 

of putting humanistic values before Marxist-Leninist class values and 

the national interest. He felt that he was not defended by Gorbachev or 

others and warned that an attempt by conservatives to halt these 

changes was likely, even to the extent of imposing a dictatorship. 

The Gulf War 

The months leading to the invasion of Kuwait by Iraq and the outbreak 

of the Gulf war in January 1991 saw constant efforts by the Soviet 

Union to obtain a peaceful settlement and growing concern about 

United States policy. The use of force would, in the view of the Soviet 

government, throw the Arab world into confusion and push the Soviet 

Union into a position where it would have to choose between a new 

entente with the United States and its traditional links with the Arabs. 

Force could only be acceptable if imder a United Nations mandate. 

The Soviet military were afraid that United States troops would remain 

in Saudi Arabia after a Gulf war. There was a significant difference of 

emphasis between the Defence and Foreign Ministries, the former 

being more alarmist and anti-American. Soviet attempts to avoid a 

military conflict went on up to the outbreak of war, and diplomatic 

activity continued afterwards. On the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait the 

Soviet Union fully supported United Nations Security Council resolu¬ 

tions in spite of its previous close relations with Iraq. But it wanted 

Iraq’s withdrawal by peaceful means, while accepting that force might 

be necessary. After leaving Afghanistan there was no support among 

the Soviet public for further military action involving the Soviet army. 

The Soviet military were also unhappy about endangering years of 

close co-operation with Iraq, and so the sending of Soviet troops to the 
Gulf was not possible. 

The Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (Comecon) 

Comecon (or CMEA) was the Soviet Union’s response in 1949 to the 

West’s Marshall Plan (economic and financial aid for recovery after the 
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Second World War from the United States to Western Europe). It 

demonstrated the economic subordination of Eastern Europe to the 

Soviet Union (as well as Mongolia, Cuba and Vietnam, while Yugosla¬ 

via and Nicaragua had special status). At first, after replacing their 

Communist regimes, the Eastern European countries said that they 

were willing to remain in the Warsaw Pact, but they reserved their 

position on Comecon. The Soviet Union was anxious to preserve both 

organizations. At the end of 1989 Gorbachev told the Central Commit¬ 

tee that the Pact ‘retained its value for all members’ and that Comecon 

was needed to ‘integrate the economies of our countries into an 

all-European and world strucmre’. However, in 1989 the summit 

conference and meeting of prime ministers were not held. Lower-level 

meetings of Communist Party secretaries responsible for economic 

affairs took place but then even they no longer existed as a group. At 

the same time the European Community began to offer more attrac¬ 

tive bilateral concessions, acting for twenty-four western powers. A 

number of Eastern European countries, including the Soviet Union, 
signed up. 

At the second meeting of the Congress of People’s Deputies, 

Prime Minister Ryzhkov talked of ‘the creation of a single market 

among Comecon member countries’, but conceded that exchanges 

would have to be at current world prices and in freely convertible 

currency (dollars). A blueprint for reform was available for the 

Comecon meeting which finally took place in January 1990 but there 

seemed little agreement on reform or whether Comecon should not be 

replaced by a new and more realistic organization. Several delegations 

called for an end to central control over the industries of member 

states, for market based pricing and for trade to be in convertible 

currency instead of the existing barter arrangements. But they differed 

greatly over the timetable for these moves. Many members wanted to 

withdraw from some Comecon trading agreements - and, indeed, 

these had already been breached by some countries. The end for 

Comecon came in January 1991 when the organization finally decided 

to dissolve itself after forty years, and voted to set up a new body - the 

Organization for International Economic Cooperation (OIEC) - to 

promote the integration of the former Comecon economies into the 

world economic system, while exploiting the economic links between 

member countries. In future they would trade in dollars rather than 

roubles. Instead of co-ordinating central plans of member states as 

previously, the new body would build up market based links between 

firms across the region in an advisory rather than a prescriptive capac¬ 

ity. The transition was likely to be protracted and close links would be 

maintained with the Soviet Union, upon which they were heavily 

dependent for raw materials. The setting up of OIEC proved difficult. 

Disagreements over the free market arose between Poland, Czechoslo¬ 

vakia and Hungary (in favour) and Mongolia, Cuba and Viemam 
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(against). There were also clear differences between the Soviet Union 

and the Eastern European countries, several of the latter being more 

interested in joining the European Community in the long term. 

The European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

(EBRD) 

The reluctance of western banks to grant credit to the Soviet Union in 

its existing parlous state was reflected in figures which showed that the 

commercial banks lent S8 billion in net credit in 1989, but withdrew 

S12 billion in 1990. Enterprises were hardly encouraged to indulge in 

foreign trade by the further fact that the Soviet government confiscated 

nearly all exporters’ foreign exchange earnings. Worries about the 

growing need of the Soviet economy for western aid caused difficulties 

in setting up the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 

whose main aim was to promote economic recovery in Eastern Europe. 

Although there was agreement that the Soviet Union should be a 

shareholder in the bank, European governments could not agree on 

how much it should be allowed to borrow, although the NATO meet¬ 

ing in March concluded that the West might be forced to give massive 

aid to prevent the Soviet economy from collapsing. 

Starting with a modest 10 billion ecus {£1 billion sterling) the 

bank intended to help finance the rebuilding of Eastern Europe’s 

infrastructure. Its consultants would advise on the reform of banking, 

accounting and legal services. The differences between western and 

eastern legal and banking systems had proved major obstacles to joint 

ventures. The EBRD would offer merchant banking and development 

banking services, working together with the World Bank and the Inter¬ 

national Monetary Fund, and would aim to take a more long-term view 

than other lenders. It would be particularly concerned with promoting 

better environmental standards (among other projects, it was soon 

engaged on one to clean up the Baltic Sea) but it realized that 

quick, dramatic results could not be achieved. Improvements in living 

standards would only be seen in the long term. 

The chairman of the Soviet central bank (Gosbank), Victor 

Gerashchenko, told the EBRD that he would like a new internationally 

backed Soviet bank to be set up to finance efficient public sector 

projects and seek out profitable exporting companies, or those capable 

of replacing imports, that were suitable for privatization. But he also 

complained that the Soviet Union was not being permitted to borrow 

more from the EBRD over the next three years than the value of its 

paid-in capital (S200 million). There was a hint of tension over the 

EBRD’s role, with the United States Secretary to the Treasury empha¬ 

sizing that ‘free market and democratic principles are enshrined in its 
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articles’ while Geraschenko remarked that the biggest obstacle to de¬ 

veloping a Soviet free market was ‘political and economic separatism’. 

Western Aid to the Former Soviet Republics 

Further aid to the Soviet Union was proposed by West Germany and 

France, but the United States and Great Britain felt that it should not 

be given until there was clear evidence of economic reform and reliable 

information as to where the money could most effectively be directed. 

In June 1990 Gorbachev wrote letters to Chancellor Kohl of West 

Germany and the President of the European Commission, Jacques 

Delors, implying that aid would be welcome. This was discussed at the 

European Community meeting in Dublin and the meeting of the 

Group of Seven leading industrial countries (G7) in Houston, Texas, 

immediately following. It was agreed to make a thorough investigation 

of the Soviet economy and reform plans before deciding on what aid 

would be appropriate. 

In July 1990, Jacques Delors, visited Moscow to discuss an agree¬ 

ment on trade and co-operation and economic aid to the Soviet Union. 

The aid was envisaged to be in the range of the $15-20 billion regarded 

as essential by Soviet leaders. Shevardnadze also made it clear that the 

Soviet Union wanted full membership of the International Monetary 

Fund although this would almost certainly result in harsh conditions 

being imposed. It would, however, contribute to the integration of the 

Soviet economy into the world economy. The future of western aid to 

the Soviet Union was again complicated early in 1991 by the use of 

Soviet troops against the citizens in the Baltic republics. 

The ‘Grand Bargain ’ 

As the G7 summit (which Gorbachev was to attend) approached a 

comprehensive plan for massive aid to the Soviet Union was developed 

unofficially between Soviet economists such as Yavlinsky and United 

States economists based at Harvard University. It became known as the 

‘Grand Bargain’ and envisaged the West backing political and eco¬ 

nomic reform in the Soviet Union with a $150 billion aid package over 

five years. It would start with the signing of a new Union treaty and 

then an inter-republic economic treaty to establish a common cur¬ 

rency, sharing of foreign debt and the restructuring of businesses. 

There would be an inter-republic economic council, privatization and 

price liberalization, together with associate membership of the Inter¬ 

national Monetary Fund and World Bank. Large amounts of foreign 

technical aid and investment were envisaged. But many questions 
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remained, such as: how much aid was required; how should the aid 

commitment be shared out among western countries; should it be 

linked to other issues, such as the resolution of the Kuril Islands 

dispute with Japan; and, last but not least, was the capital available on 

the scale envisaged in the face of the West’s own economic difficulties? 

Competing demands of debtor countries such as those of Latin 

America who were co-operating with IMF and World Bank adjustment 

plans, not to speak of the urgent needs of the poorest countries, also 

had to be considered. Many felt that it was more realistic to use the 

IMF and World Bank for the gradual integration of the Soviet Union 

into the world economy. The United States clearly preferred this 

option and rejected the massive aid envisaged in the ‘Grand Bargain’. 

The Group of Seven Summit and the 

Yavlinsky-Primakov Plan 

Gorbachev decided to focus his campaign for western aid on the G7 

meeting in London in July 1991. He set out his proposals in a plan 

devised by two of his economic advisers, Grigorii Yavlinsky and 

Yevgenii Primakov. In their letter to the G7 leaders they outlined the 

difficulties which the Soviet economy faced within the context of the 

transition from authoritarianism to democracy, and the nationalities 

problem. They pointed out that there had been a collapse of the Soviet 

monetary system, as well as its consumer and capital markets. There 

was a crisis of management with no clear decision-making structure. 

A straightforward ‘path to economic reform throughout the entire 

economy’ was needed, and there were signs that the republics were 

moving towards this with their agreement of April 1991 (see p. 92). 

However, the necessary far-reaching reforms would inevitably create 

tensions, with major risks for the Soviet Union and the entire world. 

Meanwhile, the Soviet Union had suffered a serious decline of produc¬ 

tion and was in danger of hyperinflation. Poverty was increasing and 

the country was having growing difficulty in paying for imports. The 

collapse of the Soviet Union would create serious geopolitical problems 

and raise grave issues regarding its large nuclear potential. 

The proposals aimed at making the rouble convertible, encourag¬ 

ing direct foreign investment and the conversion of defence industries 

to consumer goods production. The main priorities were relief on the 

foreign debt and a stabilization fund for the rouble. Gorbachev did not 

specifically ask for financial aid. There was a firm commitment to 

democratization and human rights in the context of the new Union 

treaty then being negotiated. Yavlinsky and Primakov wanted the draft¬ 

ing of a plan to enable effective interaction between reformist forces in 

the Soviet Union and G7 countries. This would be initiated in the 
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Soviet Union but would involve G7 experts in its final stages. Once the 

G7 countries had examined this plan they should prepare a parallel 

plan of action to formulate the scale, time limits, and forms of their 

economic assistance. The letter continued by listing the conditions and 

factors which the G7 plan might take into account and pointed to the 

London summit as an opportunity to reach agreement and sustain the 

momentum of reform. 

The G7 remained sceptical, and made no commitment to substan¬ 

tial financial aid. The talk was more of membership of the IMF and 

World Bank, and of the granting of Most Favoured Nation trading 

status by the United States. However, they agreed to keep in close 

contact with Moscow and to monitor developments. The most scepti¬ 

cal nations were Japan, the United States, and Britain, while Germany 

was the most in favour. In October, the Soviet Union was granted 

associate membership of the IMF. In spite of serious differences, the 

aid proposed by the United States and the European Community was 

modest, and Japan was constrained by the Kuril Islands dispute. 

Merely servicing the Soviet debt required $5 billion a year, and two- 

thirds of that debt (^39 billion) was owed to European countries 

(especially Germany). Rescheduling the debt was dependent on agree¬ 

ment between the republics about sharing liability for it, but many 

republics resented repaying a debt which was incurred without consult¬ 

ing them. Agreeing on, and co-ordinating, immediate humanitarian aid 

to see the republics through the winter of 1991-2 also proved very 

difficult, because of distribution problems and the uncertainty over 

whether it could be ensured that aid would reach the destination 

intended without being stolen by criminals or diverted by officials. 

Long before the end of the Soviet Union in December it was clear that 

the republics saw the centre as an irrelevance. This made it necessary 

for the western powers to envisage aid being channelled through the 

republics - an additional reason for imcertainty, but at their Bangkok 

meeting in the same month such conditions were agreed. 

The Declining Power and Influence of the Soviet Union 

The summit between Presidents Bush and Gorbachev, held in the 

summer of 1991, highlighted the dramatically changed relations be¬ 

tween the two states. The Soviet Union had ceased to be a superpower, 

and its negotiations with the United States did not have the significance 

they once had. The summit was described as the first of the post-Cold 

War era, but in reality it was the end of a period of United States- 

Soviet Union rivalry and co-operation which had dominated world 

affairs. Contacts with foreign leaders was no longer doing Gorbachev’s 

domestic prestige much good. People complained that it did nothing to 
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improve the situation at home. The invitation to Presidents Yeltsin of 

Russia and Nazarbaev of Kazakhstan to join the talks with the Ameri¬ 

can President underlined the changed relationship between the centre 

and the republics. Bush further emphasized this by visiting Ukraine. In 

the event, Yeltsin turned down the invitation to the talks, not wanting 

to be upstaged, although he saw Bush separately. Bush was in a strong 

position to put pressure on the Soviet Union, and he did so. While 

Gorbachev was privately tr3ang to persuade the United States not to 

use further force against Iraq, he was at the same time resisting United 

States pressure on the Soviet Union to reduce its links with Cuba as the 

price for western aid. Bush also pressed for the independence of the 

Baltic republics, and the resolution of the Kuril Islands dispute. 

After the attempted coup it became possible for Gorbachev to deal 

with the Cuban issue by announcing that he would soon begin talks on 

removing the Soviet ‘training brigade’ from Cuba. He said, ‘we want to 

modernize our relations with Cuba and bring them into line with those 

we have with other countries’. Such a move would not have been 

possible before the attempted coup destroyed the influence of the 

conservatives. The Kuril Islands had been bedevilling Soviet-Japanese 

relations since they were seized by Stalin after the Second World War. 

For Japan their value lay in the fishing grounds and potential mineral 

wealth. For the Soviet Union their importance was mainly strategic, 

since they provide ice-free access from the Okhotsk Sea to the Pacific 

Ocean. Half of the 25,000 Soviet citizens who settled in the Kurils 

since 1945 were military personnel and most wanted the islands to 

remain as part of the Soviet Union. In 1956 the Soviets offered to 

return Shikotan and the Habomai group to Japan once a peace treaty 

had been signed formally ending the war. Japan held out and the offer 

was withdrawn four years later. Gorbachev, under pressure from con¬ 

servatives and Russian nationalists, made no progress in resolving the 

issue. After the failed coup, the initiative passed to Yeltsin, with the 

prospect that substantial Japanese aid could come to Russia rather than 

to the Soviet government. Yeltsin seemed to be proposing a stage-by- 

stage return of the islands over a number of years, but any such move 

was likely to be opposed by Russian nationalists (Foye, 1992, pp. 
34-40). 

Last Initiatives by the Soviet Union 

Gorbachev was still trying to assert his authority on the world stage. 

The Soviet Union and the United States took major steps to end their 

differences over Afghanistan by agreeing to end arms supplies to the 

warring factions by 1 January 1992 as well as urging other couhtries 

such as Pakistan, Iran and Saudi Arabia to do likewise. Gorbachev 
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attempted to mediate in the Yugoslav crisis, to be involved in the 

Middle East Peace Conference and in nuclear arms control negotia¬ 

tions. But after the attempted coup it had become more and more clear 

that the outside world would have to deal with the republics separately, 

as well as, or instead of, the central government in Moscow. In Septem¬ 

ber Germany, the firmest supporter of Gorbachev and the Soviet 

central government, recognized reality and announced that it would 

open diplomatic relations with the republics. 

The West wanted a central authority to deal with such questions 

as arms control and Eastern Europe. Shevardnadze resumed the post 

of Foreign Minister, apparently in an attempt to give weight to the 

central government and to reassure the West. But the republics were 

determined to have their own separate relations with the West on trade 

and investment. There were already incipient foreign ministries in the 

republics which were intended to have close reciprocal links with the 

central foreign ministry. The European Community also began to 

envisage a future community, not only embracing countries at present 

seeking to join but also the states of Eastern Europe and the former 

Soviet Union. Inside or outside the European Community, the coun¬ 

tries of Europe seemed likely to agree and to co-operate on many 

issues, from security to human rights and the environment. People 

began to envisage the merger of the Conference on Security and Co¬ 

operation in Europe (CSCE) (thirty-five nations) with the Council of 

Europe (twenty-four nations) together with its Court of Human 

Rights. 
Up to the last minute most advisers to President Bush in the 

United States had been assuming that Gorbachev would continue to 

play a crucial role and that they should use their influence to hold the 

Soviet Union together. Bush had been playing it both ways by support¬ 

ing Gorbachev but announcing that he would recognize Ukrainian 

independence after its referendum on 1 December. With the final 

collapse of the Soviet Union the world found itself faced with fifteen 

new republics. Diplomatic recognition came quickly for most of them 

(with the exception of Georgia) together with seats at the United 

Nations. It was accepted that Russia would take on most of the inter¬ 

national functions of the former Soviet Union. It was also accepted that 

the republics showed sufficient democratic foundations to be received 

into membership of international organizations. 

Conclusion 

In September 1991 The International Institute of Strategic Studies 

devoted its annual conference to examining ‘new dimensions in inter¬ 

national security’. Zbigniew Brezinski spoke of the end of the Cold War 
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as the third great transformation this century of the ‘organizing struc¬ 

ture and the motivating spirit of global politics’. The transformation, at 

the end of the First World War, was caused by the collapse of the 

European balance of power and its position in the world. After the 

Second World War Europe ceased to be the effective centre of world 

politics and became the main area of ideological and military (nuclear) 

competition between the superpowers. Now that the Cold War had 

ended a new structure was needed which would provide political 

stability. But this might be threatened by nationalist rivalries and ethnic 

tension, or by Russian imperialism. Such an outcome might provoke 

large-scale emigration from the Soviet republics. The response of the 

West to this situation was crucial and centred on questions of giving aid 

and expertise to the former Soviet republics and ensuring that nuclear 

capacity was either eliminated or at least not misused. 
Gorbachev’s policies may have arisen out of necessity but he also 

had vision. He used the expression ‘new world order’ at the United 

Nations in 1988 and envisaged greater powers for the United Nations, 

a huge programme of Third World debt relief and an attack on poverty 

world-wide. The West did not respond in kind. Now there were to be 

fifteen republics where formerly there was one Soviet Union, each 

competing for loans and investment from the West. They would try to 

associate with, or join, the European Community and even NATO. 

The Central Asian republics looked towards Turkey, although Iran was 

trying to gain influence. 



10 

Military Confusion 

The Principles of Defence Policy 

After the Second World War there was a huge buildup of Soviet forces 

with varied world-wide capability. Historical experience was very rel¬ 

evant, and the Soviet experience was that the Second World War 

showed the need for well prepared, well equipped and well led forma¬ 

tions, as well as the crucial role of Party personnel in building morale 

and unifying objectives. There was always dispute in the West over 

whether Soviet military policy should be interpreted as essentially 

defensive (as the Soviets claimed) in spite of its apparent offensive pos¬ 

tures. Thus the military alliance of the Warsaw Pact in Eastern Europe 

was sometimes justified by the Soviet Union as a defensive barrier. 

Defending the Soviet Union was also said to require a pre-emptive 

nuclear strike capacity with many powerful first-strike weapons. To win 

or survive a world war required the conquest of Western Europe. 

Western analysts argued that such policies could not realistically be 

interpreted as defensive, that the Soviets had deluded themselves and 

failed to acknowledge understandable scepticism in the West, There 

was also a school of thought which believed that the United States had 

always overestimated the Soviet threat, sometimes deliberately, so as to 

further its own ulterior purposes. For them, the Soviet Union had 

neither a ‘grand global design’ nor simply responded to ‘targets of 

opportunity’. Rather it was modest in aim and opportunistic. 

The West relied on a balance of power concept based on military 

and economic factors only. The Soviet doctrine of correlation of forces 

meant that defence policy was not just a matter of military priorities but 

of reliable allies, favourable public opinion and the support of groups 

and classes. The balance of power could be produced by deliberate 

policy. The correlation of forces was regarded as the result of social and 

historical processes, forming a basic substructure upon which the inter¬ 

national system rested. Policies were shaped by the changing correla¬ 

tion of forces. Thus the Soviet Union distinguished its attitude to 
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capitalism from its relations with capitalist states. Events such as the 

invasion of Afghanistan were explained as acts of deliberate policy 

resulting from the underlying objective course of history. 
Problems from the Soviet point of view included the enormous 

military potential of the United States and her allies, and of China. 

There was also the fear that the United States might stop treating the 

Soviet Union as an equal. There was much resentment over American 

moralistic lectures on Soviet internal policy and the attempts to ‘pun¬ 

ish’ the Soviet Union after the invasion of Afghanistan. By the mid- 

1950s the view was that availability of nuclear weapons required some 

sort of accommodation with the West. The United States had not used 

its superiority in weapons or intervened in Eastern Europe and so was 

no longer seen as a threat to basic Soviet security. The world-view was 

no longer one of capitalist encirclement but of there being an opportu¬ 

nity for internal development in a climate of international stability. An 

even more pragmatic and less ideological approach to policy developed 

under Brezhnev and a more flexible understanding of the foreign 

policies of other countries, especially that of the United States. The 

United States effort (especially under President Reagan) to gain mili¬ 

tary superiority instead of parity was very worrying not least because it 

involved serious economic consequences for the Soviet Union at a time 

when they were changing political leaders, and affected relations with 

client states. The conclusion must be that the Soviet Union had a 

global policy based on capability and ideology. In spite of its intentions, 

it reacted to events rather than fomenting or manipulating them. It 

intervened to help allies or ‘sympathetic’ forces (by ‘invitation’) but 

had no special areas of interest. It aimed to replace the United States 

as the main manager of international affairs in the three spheres of the 

Communist world, the capitalist world and the Third World. 

Detente 

Detente was the main concept underlying Brezhnev’s foreign and de¬ 

fence policy of the 1970s. It aimed to reduce East-West tension and 

the arms race. There was, however, a contradiction between detente and 

the continuing massive Soviet military buildup. From the Soviet point 

of view this was seen as enabling them to deal with the United States 

on equal terms. In the West it made lesser states very uneasy and led 

the United States to make frequent accusations that the Soviet Union 

was overtaking it in military potential. In the Third World there was 

more success in the avoidance of war and crises, although a vigorous 

Soviet-United States rivalry remained. In the 1970s Soviet setbacks in 

the Third World were set against what was perceived as the relative 

military decline of the West. There was more emphasis on military 
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rather than socio-economic influence in the Third World (sometimes 

using Cuban or East European proxies). This culminated in Afghani¬ 

stan where local advantage was given priority over a deteriorating 

global relationship with the United States. 

The basic Soviet aim was to have its cake and eat it, for example, 

by retaining control in Eastern Europe with the Warsaw Pact while 

increasing influence in Western Europe, conducting a bilateral dia¬ 

logue with the United States but rival ones with Western European 

states, and increasing military power while conducting an arms control 

dialogue and economic co-operation. There seemed to be more and 

more difficulty in pursuing these goals. In the end, dkente meant that 

the area of co-operation widened but rivalry remained. There was 

strong domestic pressure for military buildup but it was justified as a 

means of improving the Soviet bargaining position and so as contribut¬ 

ing to detente^ which would lead to better East-West economic relation¬ 

ships. However, it all tended to postpone the necessary major political 

and economic changes in Soviet society. 

Policy on Nuclear War 

The Soviet assumption and emphasis was on fighting a nuclear war and 

being prepared for it, rather than the western reliance on the deterrent 

effect. For the Soviet Union deterrence meant the acquisition of su¬ 

perior war fighting capabilities with the aim of prevailing in a nuclear 

war: deterrence first, then maximizing the chances of national survival 

and securing the optimal outcome. The United States policy in the 

1970s of mutually assured destruction (MAD) was not formally 

accepted by the Soviet Union, which looked for superiority (if only 

marginal). The insecurity of the Soviet Union’s enemies would, it was 

thought, encourage ‘reasonable’ behaviour by them. The increasing 

awareness of the devastating effects of a nuclear war cast doubts on the 

standard Soviet view that a progressive war must be more efficient than 

peaceful means in attaining victory over capitalism. Hence nuclear war 

came to be perceived as a last resort. A war between the Soviet Union 

and the United States was seen as inevitably becoming nuclear. Con- 

firontation between the great powers had to be avoided, but in lesser 

confrontation the Soviet Union would support the ‘anti-imperialist’ 

side while emphasizing peaceful coexistence and arms limitation (as in 

the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) negotiations). 

In the early 1980s there emerged a disagreement over nuclear 

policy in articles by the then Soviet Minister of Defence Dmitrii 

Ustinov and the Chief of Staff Nikolai Ogarkov. Ogarkov was arguing 

that the huge destructiveness of nuclear warfare required material 

reserves sufficient to exploit the Soviet Union’s own nuclear strikes. 
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The underlying issue was one of military expenditure. But Ustinov 

(reflecting Brezhnev’s views) rejected the ideas of military superiority, 

first strike and predictions of military victory. Although Ogarkov later 

modified his views he was demoted under Andropov and his successor 

Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev followed the Ustinov line (Weikhardt, 

1985, pp. 77-81). 

The Military in Soviet Society 

The military-educational complex tried to instil an identification with 

the military and a military consciousness in the whole population. They 

wanted shared ideals and attitudes between the civilians and the mili¬ 

tary. The military, therefore, were an educational and socializing agent, 

an integrating and Russifying institution. In the 1970s there was a 

growth of military and military-related education outside the army. 

Basic military training began at the place of study or work before 

military service but was combined with a reduction in the length of 

military service. Civil defence programmes were much developed and 

integrated under the Defence Ministry. The head of civil defence had 

special troops at his command. A serious effort was made with elabo¬ 

rate training exercises. Voluntary support for the armed services was 

encouraged through ‘patriotic education’ (especially of the young). 

The Voluntary Society for Assistance to the Army, Air Force and Navy 

(DOSAAF) aimed to give moral and active support to the armed 

services. It was financed by, among other things, donations, an annual 

all-Union lottery and state grants. It had some difficulty raising the 

necessary funds and was subject to criticism about the quality of its 

activities. It was sometimes suggested that the Soviet Union was a 

‘militarized’ society, but it is possible to overestimate the impact of all 

these organizations and activities. It is necessary to consider, not just 

the quantity, but the quality and effect of the programmes which were 

often criticized by Soviet sources. There is little evidence that the 

programmes of the 1970s increased the political power of the military. 

Educational activities and DOSAAF were not directly controlled by the 

military. In this, and in civil defence, local Party control was more 

evident. At best the military were partners in a programme dominated 

by civilians and using military values to achieve largely civilian ends. 

We can summarize the role of the military in Soviet society by 

saying that the army was an important socializing agent because of 

civilian acceptance of many of the ideals it embodied. The military- 

industrial complex was of major significance in Soviet politics because 

politicians gave it significance. If military advice was taken seriously by 

the Communist Party it was because its leaders took seriously the goals 
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officers pursued. There was a general belief that strong, powerful 

armed forces were necessary to further the best interests of the whole of 

Soviet society. 

New Thinking under Gorbachev 

A fundamental reappraisal of defence policy began after Gorbachev 

assumed office. He worked in conjunction with the Foreign Minister 

Shevardnadze. The Chairman of the Soviet Pugwash Committee,* 

Vitalii Goldansky, said that Soviet defence policy was ‘ruinously costly’ 

and bound to fail, especially in Europe, given that the gross national 

income of NATO alone was four times that of the Warsaw Pact. Soviet 

military programmes had a grave diplomatic cost. The deployment of 

medium range SS20 missiles not only ‘intimidated’ West Europeans, 

but diminished Soviet security by provoking NATO to deploy Pershing 

and Cruise missiles. Similarly, the huge Soviet chemical weapons 

programme created a very bad impression. Vyacheslav Dashichev 

remarked in a Literatumaya Gazeta article that. 

The major goals of Soviet policy were correct, aiming at peace, security, 

disarmament, co-operation, non-interference in internal affairs and so 

on. But what were lacking were any thought out and sensible and 

scientifically grounded acts. And we were wrong in assessing the global 

situation, and the correlation of forces, and not making any serious 

effort to settle the fundamental political contradictions with the West. 

(Walker, 1988) 

The result of this ‘new thinking’ was that Gorbachev initiated far- 

reaching changes, including the withdrawal from Afghanistan, the in¬ 

termediate-range nuclear forces (INF) agreement reducing superpower 

nuclear arsenals for the first time, and ending thirty years of estrange¬ 

ment with China. Gorbachev had the ultimate aim of abolishing nu¬ 

clear arms altogether. He decided to halt the production of enriched 

uranium in 1989 and phase out the production of fissionable materials 

for nuclear weapons. But this aim was not received entirely favourably 

in the West. Margaret Thatcher, the British Prime Minister, in particu¬ 

lar, regarded the total abolition of nuclear weapons as unrealistic. 

Gorbachev did indeed recognize that, for the foreseeable future, the 

elimination of nuclear weapons was not feasible. He was prepared to 

accept an interim stage whereby ‘the Soviet Union remains faithful to 

its non-nuclear ideals and the West replaced its strategy of flexible 

nuclear deterrence with the strategy of minimum deterrence’ (Pick, 

1989). At least Gorbachev was firm in calling for the scrapping of 
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short-range nuclear weapons. The only people threatened by these 

weapons, he said, were European countries who have no intention of 

waging war against each other. 
At the Paris international conference on chemical weapons in 

January 1989 Shevardnadze announced that the Soviet Union would 

begin destroying its stocks of chemical weapons without waiting for a 

new Geneva Convention to ban them. As soon as the chemical destruc¬ 

tion plant was ready, foreign representatives would be invited to inspect 

it. His speech showed the contrast between the old secretive Soviet 

style and a new desire for openness. Shevardnadze also announced at 

the Vienna CSCE that tactical nuclear weapons would be included 

when the Soviet Union began to put into force its promised unilateral 

force withdrawals in Central Europe. He said that the common ceiling 

of conventional arms in Europe should only be sufficient for defence, 

and not for offence. Western countries played down these proposals, 

saying that they were mainly political and did not significantly change 

the huge Soviet surplus of weapons of all kinds in Europe. 

Gorbachev could argue that the collapse of the Stalinist system in 

Eastern Europe was a benefit. It removed unreliable allies. It improved 

the Soviet Union’s international image. It ended Moscow’s subsidies to 

weak economies, and provided a huge hard currency dividend by 

allowing the Soviet Union to sell oil to Eastern Europe for dollars 

instead of roubles. But the military high command wanted evidence 

that the West was changing its own security policy to match or at 

least take account of the changes in the East. Some officers might 

have been satisfied with a NATO review which produced a slimmer 

western military machine in Central Europe: a reduced Bundeswehr, 

fewer United States troops in Germany, and a withdrawal of all tac¬ 

tical nuclear weapons. Others would have preferred moves towards a 

new European collective security system to replace NATO and the 

Warsaw Pact. Gorbachev made it clear that the Soviet Union was still 

very concerned about a united Germany joining NATO’s military 

command. 

Although Gorbachev had replaced almost the entire high com¬ 

mand after taking office in 1985, the new men were not much more 

progressive than their predecessors. Middle-ranking officers were more 

enlightened, but many of the younger, more able officers were asking to 

be demobilized. The flight of Mathias Rust in a small plane from 

Finland to Moscow, unspotted by new expensive equipment designed 

to detect low-flying aircraft, gave Gorbachev the opportunity to replace 

the Defence Minister Sergei Sokolov with Dmitrii Yazov (later a coup 

plotter) (Clarke, 1987; Rahr, 1987a). There were practical and psycho¬ 

logical problems involving the army and the dramatic changes in East¬ 

ern Europe. The collapse of Communist control meant that the 

Warsaw Pact no longer existed as a military organization and the army 
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started withdrawing from Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland and East 

Germany. A major housing problem was created in the Soviet Union 

(in addition to the endemic one) by the return of such large numbers 

of troops. Many were forced to live in barracks separated from their 

families and pay was low. Moreover, the army reluctantly became 

involved in dealing with civilian disturbances within the Soviet Union 

itself. A small group of officers set up a union called ‘Shield’ to defend 

their interests. They stated that they felt they had joined the army to 

defend the motherland, not to police their own people. Draft resistance 

and evasion grew, especially in the Baltic republics, Armenia, Georgia 

and Azerbaijan. The standard argument that Communism and Stalin¬ 

ism, whatever their faults, enabled the country to achieve victory in the 

Second World (‘Great Patriotic’) War no longer had the same impact 

as formerly. 

The Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty 

The negotiations on the Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty (CEE) 

were concluded in November 1990. The Soviet Union agreed to give 

up its numerical superiority in conventional arms. Only modest reduc¬ 

tions in United States and other western forces were required by the 

treaty to meet the aim of parity on both sides. Problems arose because 

many of the Soviet arms were not to be destroyed but simply moved to 

east of the Urals (and so beyond the ambit of the treaty). Others were 

categorized by the Soviet military authorities as naval weapons, and so 

outside the scope of the treaty. Although questions were asked, NATO 

eventually accepted Moscow’s assurance that it was not uying to 

circumvent the treaty. With its signing the recognition of the division of 

Europe into spheres of influence had gone. But the Soviet Union felt 

that it had not gained as much as the West in these changes. NATO 

still existed and the CSCE had not yet become a new all-European 

security organization to replace the two alliances. The Soviet Union 

would have liked regular meetings of the thirty-flve political leaders 

every two years with foreign ministers meeting every six months. The 

political leaders would have formed a three-person committee consist¬ 

ing of the former, current and future rotating chairmen of the thirty- 

five nation group, holding urgent consultations when necessary. There 

would have been a permanent secretariat. 

Moscow also wanted to see a European Security Council develop¬ 

ing out of a conflict prevention and resolution centre. It would have co¬ 

ordinated the regular inspections of military manoeuvres and exercises, 

which had already taken place on an ad hoc basis, between members of 

NATO and the Warsaw Pact. Any CSCE member state, including 

neutral states, could have asked the council to monitor unexplained 
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troop movements. The council could also have had political functions, 

as an agency which tried to prevent political conflicts or which medi¬ 

ated on conflicts between contending parties if they arose. 

The Defence Budget 

The Soviet military found themselves having to face significant cuts. 

The budget of the Defence Ministry was reduced by 14.2 per cent 

and spending on arms production and military technology by nearly 

a fifth. Gorbachev announced all this at the United Nations on 7 

December 1988. Defence Minister Yazov was told to make do with a 

‘reasonable sufficiency’. The Central Committee’s military expert. 

General Batenin, explained the meaning of the phrase by pointing out 

that what mattered in contemporary circumstances was not the capac¬ 

ity to wage all-out war but the ability to ensure a country’s security. 

Within the armed forces everything had to be reoriented towards the 

prevention of war, which differs from the theory of deterrence in that it 

rules out making mass demonstrations of force. In other words, the 

doctrine of ‘reasonable sufficiency’ was a way of telling the other side, 

‘Keep out of our territory’. 
Addressing the Supreme Soviet in May 1989 Gorbachev revealed 

for the first time realistic details of the Soviet defence budget, which 

was four times higher than previously admitted. He said that for 1989 

defence spending totalled 77.3 billion roubles, still well under the 

amount the United States was spending annually on defence ($300 bil¬ 

lion). The Soviet Foreign Ministry spokesman, Gennadii Gerasimov, 

said that low pay for Soviet conscripts was one of the factors ex¬ 

plaining the difference between the Soviet and United States military 

budgets. The Soviet Deputy Chief of Staff, Colonel-General Vladimir 

Kuklev, said that he believed the figures cited by Gorbachev included 

purchases of military equipment, expenditure on production and re¬ 

search and development, items not included in earlier official figures. 

Some western experts still doubted that these official figures gave an 

accurate estimate of the Soviet defence establishment. They believed 

that many costs were hidden in the budgets of other ministries and 

departments. 

Conservative Influence on Defence Policy 

The sudden and dramatic resignation of Foreign Minister 

Shevardnadze in December 1990 highlighted the tensions in the Soviet 

government between those who wished to move on from the authori¬ 

tarianism of the past, and more conservative forces. The latter were 
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clearly gaining in influence from the autunrn of 1990, The Soviet 

military had much to upset them during the policy changes of the 

Gorbachev period. The principle of ‘reasonable sufficiency’ in defence 

illustrated the lessening military role in the forming of defence policy. 

This led to uncertainty over what the military might do. Could there be 

a military take-over, with or without Gorbachev, in spite of the lack of 

a history of military intervention in the Soviet Union? Would the 

military try to reverse Soviet defence and foreign policy? The resigna¬ 

tion of Shevardnadze created a sense of foreboding in the West in spite 

of Gorbachev’s assurances that Soviet policy would not be affected. 

The West would now have to take seriously the hard-liners in Moscow 

who resented German unification, who criticized the Conventional 

Forces in Europe Treaty as a defeat for Soviet security interests, and 

who saw Soviet support for American policy in the Gulf as an attempt 

to get favours from Washington. 

The biggest worry was the fate of the Soviet nuclear arsenals 

should the cotintry disintegrate. Nuclear missiles had been shifted out 

of the Baltic states into the Russian Federation and Ukraine, but it 

could not be certain what Soviet leader would be in control. The 

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START), which would involve 

massive cuts in Soviet and United States nuclear arsenals, was expected 

to be signed in the spring of 1991, but increasing procrastination on the 

Soviet side (reflecting the growing influence of conservatives) and 

uneasiness about the Soviet honouring of the Conventional Forces in 

Europe Treaty in the spirit as well as the letter, postponed this to later 

in the year. 

The military intervention in Lithuania early in 1991, the inability 

to complete negotiations for the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, and 

the preoccupation with the war in the Gulf made it necessary to 

postpone the summit talks between Presidents Gorbachev and Bush 

due in February 1991. Some people saw the West, and especially the 

United States, turning a blind eye to events in the Baltic (as it did when 

over 150 people were killed in Azerbaijan in January 1990) because so 

much had been invested in support for Gorbachev. The two arms 

reduction treaties were apparently considered to be of overriding im¬ 

portance. Others felt that there was less reason to tolerate repressive 

measures in the Baltic now that Gorbachev could no longer be seen as 

a reformer. 

In June 1991 the head of the KGB argued that western intelligence 

services were working out plans ‘for the pacification and even occupa¬ 

tion of the Soviet Union under the pretext of establishing international 

control of its nuclear potential’. Thus some pressure was brought to 

bear on Alexander Bessmertnykh, the new Soviet Foreign Minister 

following Shevardnadze’s resignation, when he visited Washington. 

The NATO countries warned Moscow that they expected the Soviet 
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Union to observe the Helsinki Final Act and the Charter of Paris (a 

document signed in November 1990 which symbolized the new era of 

pan-European co-operation). It was noticeable, however, that Presi¬ 

dent Bush avoided criticizing Gorbachev by name. 
The growing influence of conservatives throughout 1990 led to a 

signiflcant change taking place in the budget for 1991. The total 

defence spending agreed was 96.5 billion roubles, compared with 71 

billion in 1990. This large increase caused consternation among rad¬ 

icals. Until early in 1990 it appeared that defence policy was increas¬ 

ingly in the hands of the Foreign Ministry and civilian specialists 

working in think tanks linked to the Soviet Academy of Sciences. But 

the Defence Ministry and the military had reasserted themselves. Rad¬ 

icals said that the trend towards conservative policies in many areas was 

greatiy influenced by the military. Even before perestroika they were 

concerned at the number of conscripts, mainly Central Asian, who 

spoke poor Russian and resented their Russian superiors. Now they 

were very exercised by unrest in the republics, increasing draft evasion, 

public protests about underground nuclear tests, huge problems in 

housing soldiers returning from Eastern Europe, economic reforms 

that implied higher prices for goods and technology bought by the army 

and, not least, attacks on the military by the reformist press and 

politicians. In April 1990 Marshal Akhromeyev denounced Ogonyok, a 

leading radical magazine, for ‘systematically blackening the names of 

Soviet generals and admirals and portraying them as egoists and career 

nitwits’. 
A decline of the influence of conservatives was signalled in July 

when the United States and the Soviet Union agreed on the Strategic 

Arms Reduction Treaty, which had been under negotiation for some 

ten years. The talks had seemed stalled since the beginning of the year 

as the power struggle continued in Moscow. It involved major reduc¬ 

tions in long-range nuclear arsenals by 25 per cent for the United 

States and by more than 35 per cent for the Soviet Union. The two 

powers would now be at roughly the level they were at the start of the 

negotiations in 1982. These developments were followed by an an¬ 

nouncement by President Bush that the United States would unilater¬ 

ally get rid of multi-warhead nuclear missiles. He clearly wanted to 

build on the successful conclusion of the START negotiations. It 

put pressure on Gorbachev to eliminate the main part of the Soviet 

nuclear force, its SSI8 multi-warhead nuclear missiles. In the event, 

Gorbachev did reply in kind by announcing the elimination of tactical 

nuclear weapons, cuts in the strategic nuclear arsenal exceeding the 

reduction targets in the START treaty, a one-year moratorium on 

nuclear testing and cuts of 70,000 in the Soviet army. These moves by 

Presidents Bush and Gorbachev showed that they had come to adopt 

the view of western peace movements throughout the 1980s, that 
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competitive step-by-step cutting of arms was more effective than 

lengthy negotiations and delays in ratification. 

After the Coup 

With the breakup of the Soviet Union into, at best, a loose confederal 

association, it was clear that strategic policy on both sides would again 

have to be drastically rethought. There was much division in the former 

Soviet armed forces themselves over their future organization and role. 

Immediately, there was the question of who controlled them and to 

whom were they answerable. A salient fact was that there was not 

enough cash to allow military expenditure on the scale experienced in 

the past. Associated with this was the question of how to convert the 

vast military-industrial complex to civilian use. An immediate problem 

for both the Soviet government and the republics, as well as the western 

powers, was the location and control of the Soviet Union’s nuclear 

weapons. These were still in place in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and 

Belorussia as well as in Russia itself. There were fears that tactical 

weapons could be stolen by, for example, the militias being formed in 

many republics, such as Georgia, Armenia and Moldova. By early 

September 1991 Yeltsin announced to the Russian CPD that all stra¬ 

tegic nuclear weapons would be moved into the Russian Federation. 

He pointed out that the other republics were willing to declare them¬ 

selves nuclear-free zones. The United States began to consider 

financial aid to the former Soviet republics to help them to dismantle 

their nuclear weapons. 

But in October a further crisis was caused by the announcement 

that Ukraine intended to form its own armed forces and would not be 

handing over nuclear arms on its territory for the time being. It was, 

however, seeking some form of joint control of all Soviet nuclear 

weapons. Kazakhstan also announced that it would retain its nuclear 

weapons for the time being, although President Nazarbaev tried to 

reassure western leaders by saying that they were under the joint 

control of a general staff which included the defence ministers of eight 

republics. The question of control was seen as crucial by the West, 

although there was the possibility that many weapons would become 

inoperable because of inadequate maintenance. The final transfer of 

power from the remnants of the government of the Soviet Union 

involved a negotiated handover of nuclear control fi*om Gorbachev to 

Marshal Yevgenii Shaposhnikov, a former Soviet Defence Minister 

now representing the Russian Federation. This took place on 25 De¬ 

cember. Anxiety over the question continued after the creation of the 

Commonwealth of Independent States, in spite of frequent reassur¬ 

ances by presidents and defence ministers. 
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Defence Policy in Fifteen Republics 

NATO came to recognize the need to deal directly with the separate 

republics as well as with the centre. It more and more seemed likely 

that it would be necessary for each republic to sign arms control 

agreements such as the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty, and to agree 

to abide by the Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty. Future treaties 

would have to be negotiated with individual republics. They would be 

able to join the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe 

and NATO’s new East European organization, the North Atlantic Co¬ 

operation Council. The council, set up on 20 December 1991, origi¬ 

nally included the sixteen NATO states, nine Eastern European states, 

and the three Baltic republics. Its main purpose was to have regular 

consultation on security issues and to help East European countries 

and the former Soviet republics with the restructuring of their defence 

industries. 
In June 1991 the role of the CSCE was enhanced when it was 

agreed that it could meet at short notice, at the request of twelve of its 

thirty-five members, in response to emergencies, defined as major 

human rights violations or ‘major disruptions endangering peace, secu¬ 

rity or stability’. Germany wanted the CSCE empowered to intervene 

in disputes by sending observers and, in the last resort, using force to 

deal with conflicts which breached the Helsinki or Paris agreements. 

The Soviet Union reluctantly agreed to these arrangements but re¬ 

tained the right to veto any action resulting from such meetings. A 

speech by the United States Secretary of State James Baker at this time 

clearly envisaged the CSCE as a major institution in a future ‘Euro- 

Atlantic community’ which would embrace the former Soviet republics 

and Eastern and Western Europe, as well as the United States and 

Canada. More and more, NATO also thought of the CSCE as the 

body capable of political (and possibly military) intervention to prevent 

civil strife threatening European security. The similar membership of 

the North Atlantic Co-operation Council and the CSCE pointed to an 

eventual merger between the two organizations. These ideas did not 

get universal support from other European countries and the future 

role of the CSCE was not yet agreed between the main powers. 

Notes 

1 Pugwash: an international scientific conference held at intervals to discuss 

the problems and dangers threatening the world. 
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The Nationalities Reject the Union 

The Nationalities after the Revolution 

A most important and (until the last years) neglected fact about the 
Soviet Union is that it was a country of many nationalities (well over 
a hundred). Although a large number of these had very small 
populations, a wide variety of languages and dialects were spoken, 
and many different cultural and historical traditions expressed. Lenin 
wanted the new state to be composed of proletarian republics based 
on nationality, and administrative divisions reflected this, although 
the understanding and consciousness of nationality varied greatly from 
area to area. However, the republic frontiers were often relatively 
arbitrary, suited to the convenience of the centre rather than the 
actual distribution of ethnic groups. But in any case it was envisaged 
that these proletarian republics would eventually be replaced by a 
united community of Soviet people. Lenin placed Stalin, a Russified 
Georgian, in charge of nationalities policy. As a result, his plan for 
a ‘national contract’ between free and independent Soviet republics 
was transformed into a Soviet empire dominated by Russians and 
terror. The republics’ indigenous cultures and economies were 
repressed and their national Communist leaderships frequently 
purged. Whole peoples (for example, Crimean Tatars, Volga Germans, 
Kalmyks, Chechens) were deported from their homelands as ‘Nazi 
collaborators’. Although millions of non-Russians had fought in the 
war, not all Soviet citizens fought on the Soviet side, so that Stalin 
celebrated victory in 1945 with a pointed toast to the Russian people, 
and subsequently increased repression in Ukraine and the Baltic 
republics. Half the population of Soviet prison camps during the post- 
Stalin period had been imprisoned for trying to preserve their national 
language and culture against what they saw as increasing Russification. 
A brief period of relative liberalization after Stalin’s death was followed 
under both Khrushchev and Brezhnev by an offensive against ‘nation¬ 
alist deviations’. Thus most of the nationality problems of the 1980s 
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and 1990s had long been simmering under the surface. Gorbachev’s 

policy of glasnost and perestroika dramatically revealed the fact that 

nationalism was still a potent force in many parts of the Soviet Union. 

Nationalism could be divided into two kinds, although they were 

often closely linked. The first, cultural nationalism, centred on the 

strength of interest in the language and artistic and literary heritage. 

Other factors included the degree of geographical concentration of the 

nationality (and the location of members of the nationality in other 

parts of the Soviet Union), links with fellow nationals abroad and the 

relationship with the relevant wider culture (Islamic, Asian or western). 

The second, political nationalism, involved factors which caused dis¬ 

putes and tensions to a greater or lesser degree in many parts of the 

Soviet Union. They included central-local relations, Russian immi¬ 

grants in the nationality’s area (including tj^es of work done and the 

location of immigrants relative to the indigenous nationality), the 

question of Russification (that is, the degree to which Russian language 

and culture replaced and dissolved the indigenous language and cul¬ 

ture, with or without official encouragement), the tradition and history 

of independence and dissent (with the emphasis on recent events), the 

importance of the local economy to the central authorities and, last but 

not least, the overall nationalities policy of the Soviet Union. 

Nationalities policy was concerned with such questions as the 

extent of Party membership in particular nationalities (that is, the 

proportion and rate of increase in a given nationality) and also mem¬ 

bership of the Central Committee, the deliberate policy of encouraging 

Russians to emigrate to the nationality’s territory, education in the 

native language, the teaching of national history, and the amount of 

television, radio and printed material allowed in the national language, 

or produced locally. In 1962 the central authorities complained of too 

much ‘localism’ (for example, too many local radio programmes). It 

was certainly the case that conditions varied in different republics. For 

example, Lithuania had a very high percentage of printed material in 

the local language in spite of having a much smaller population than 

Ukraine (but only 20 per cent of the Lithuanian population was not 

Lithuanian). 

The success of Russification, insofar as this was a goal of the cen¬ 

tral authorities, seems to have varied among different nationalities. 

There has been no universal agreement on the indicators to be used as 

a measure. Among those that were used we find the extent of intermar¬ 

riage between nationalities and the proportion of the nationality ha¬ 

bitually using its own language. In use of the local language there was 

often a significant difference between urban and rural dwellers, with 

the latter using it more frequently than the former. Another factor was 

the existence of non-nationals (usually Russians) in the higher posts 

of the republic, such as second secretary of the republic Communist 
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Party. The head of the republic government traditionally tended to be 

an indigenous inhabitant of the territory, but Russians often occupied 

a significant number of important posts. Nationals who did rise to high 

Party or government office in the republic had often been Russified, 

with little more than their surnames to indicate their national origin. 

The National Economies 

The occupations and functions of each nationality were closely related 

to the social and demographic circumstances. These factors included 

the proportion of urban dwellers and children in the population, and 

the proportion of women with more than elementary education. In 

addition, it was necessary to consider wages and per capita income, 

together with what nationalities held the higher paid jobs. Of primary 

importance was the fact that nationalism had been sustained by com¬ 

petition for resources between the different republics. This created a 

problem for the central authorities of maintaining a satisfactory bal¬ 

ance, from their point of view, between national and republic needs. 

The republics were regarded as contributors to the whole rather than 

territories with individual needs. The uniformity of the national eco¬ 

nomic plan required the predominance of the central agencies. All 

taxation was regulated by the central authorities and there was little 

scope for raising local taxes on their own account although there were 

plans to change this. The all-Union budget determined the proportion 

of taxes to be allocated to each republic (that is, how much could be 

retained by each republic). However, the republics did have very lim¬ 

ited opportunities to participate in the compilation of the budget 

(through the Supreme Soviet commissions). More decentralization was 

permitted after the death of Stalin. Khrushchev set up the Councils of 

National Economy responsible to the republican governments, and 

republics were allowed to control the allocation of revenue between the 

autonomous republics and the local authorities in their area. But after 

IChrushchev’s fall the councils were abolished. A minor protest took 

place when, in 1965, some speakers at the Supreme Soviet called for 

more involvement of local soviets in deciding economic matters. 

Unrest among the Nationalities 

The relaxation engendered by glasnost increased emigration from the 

Soviet Union by some ethnic groups. The expansion in the number of 

Jews arriving in Israel was already causing political problems there. 

Similarly, German immigrants, with little remaining cultural or linguis¬ 

tic links with Germany, were creating difficulties for the West German 
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government. Less well known was the emigration of ethnic Greeks 

(known as Pontian Greeks) from Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan to 

Greece, settling mainly in the Athens area. This group was expelled 

from Turkey at the beginning of the century, and later Stalin exiled 

them to Siberia and the Islamic republics. The Greek government had 

difficulty coping with the influx and it was already causing tension, not 

helped by the fact that the immigrants spoke an old dialect influenced 

by Turkish and Russian. This example epitomized the many complexi¬ 

ties of the nationalities issue in the Soviet Union, complexities exposed 

when they were no longer suppressed or ignored. 
Minor nationalities often perceived a greater threat from the local 

major nationality than from the Russians. There was clearly a possi¬ 

bility that national passions would eventually give rise to disturbances 

in some areas. Serious inter-ethnic violence Anally broke out in 1988 

and 1989. In the eighteen months up to July 1989 some 200 people 

were killed and 2,000 wounded in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, 

Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan. Hundreds of homes were de¬ 

stroyed and 250,000 people became refugees. The disturbances re¬ 

sulted in a new law of April 1989, which included a clause against 

premeditated actions aimed at arousing ethnic hatred or discord, and 

with heavy prison sentences on conviction. Later in the year things 

were considered sufficiently serious for a nation-wide broadcast by 

President Gorbachev (on 1 July) when he warned of the consequences 

if unrest spread from relatively confined areas to areas where millions 

of people of different nationalities lived side by side. He acknowledged 

that the causes of the violence included the unlawful deportation of 

peoples by Stalin and economic and cultural stresses. There had to be 

a profound transformation of the federation of Soviet republics. He 

promised to do everything possible to ensure the security of national 

groups and to protect their languages and culture. A special plenum of 

the Central Committee would consider these issues. Meanwhile it was 

important for everyone to obey the law if rights of minorities and all 

citizens were to be guaranteed. What he did not say was equally 

important. He did not mention the right of self-determination or the 

possibility of confederation. Rather, he emphasized the links between 

the nationalities. 
There was a point of view that the major nationalities should be 

given the opportunity to secede - there were good reasons why not all 

might choose to do so - and that the resulting federation would be 

stronger as a result. There had long been a formal right in the Soviet 

Constitution for any of the all-Union republics to secede from the 

Soviet Union, but this was not taken sufficiently seriously for pro¬ 

cedures to be laid down to effect such a secession. However, the 

reformed Supreme Soviet did have submitted to it a law setting out 

secession procedures. It would have required a referendum in the 
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republic concerned, called by the republic Supreme Soviet or by one- 

third of the citizens. A two-thirds majority of registered voters would 

have been required for it to pass and at least three-quarters of the 

electorate had to vote. Then a result in favour of secession would have 

to be submitted for approval to the all-Union Supreme Soviet in 

Moscow. These requirements would have been very difficult to 

achieve, bearing in mind the large minority of non-indigenous inhabi¬ 

tants in the republics, many of whom might well have opposed seces¬ 

sion. In any case, a further complication was that some nationalists (as 

in the Baltic republics) did not recognize the legality of their annexa¬ 

tion to the Soviet Union in the first place, and thus regarded the law as 

irrelevant. 

The Republics Assert Themselves 

By the middle of 1990 there were signs that the republics were begin¬ 

ning to take things into their own hands. Not only were they, in some 

cases, recognizing each others’ declarations of sovereignty and other 

aspirations, and signing treaties of friendship and co-operation, but 

administrations in various regions of the country were retaining their 

produce for their own populations. Some reduced supplies to Moscow 

in retaliation for its regulations restricting the purchase of food to its 

own residents. In May Popular Fronts from eight Soviet republics 

formed a joint action committee aimed at helping them leave the Soviet 

Union. At a conference in Kiev they decided to work together ‘to 

ensure the Empire’s peaceful disbandment’. Representatives from Ar¬ 

menia, Azerbaijan, Belorussia, Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania, Ukraine 

and Uzbekistan as well as democratic Russian movements adopted a 

resolution calling for round table talks between the Soviet government 

and the Popular Fronts. They set up a Union of Democratic Forces 

coalition with a consultative committee to meet monthly. But in Au¬ 

gust Gorbachev denounced the attempt of those who were ‘working 

directly or indirectly for the breakup of the Union’. Although he 

admitted that violations of federal principles in previous years had 

caused damage, the ‘unitary nature of our state led to a very high 

degree, of economic integration. To destroy these ties would be a 

reactionary move directly opposed to growing trends in the world 

economy, especially in Europe’. The Soviet Union was a nuclear power 

with a highly complex and integrated defence system, so it made no 

sense to ‘start dividing up nuclear weapons or the system of national 

defence management’. 
Meanwhile, the issue most concerning the central authorities was 

the proliferation of armed groups in various republics. At the end of 

July the Interior Minister, Vadim Bakatin, said that illegally armed 

groups were operating in Moldavia, Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania, and 
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Estonia as well as in Azerbaijan and Armenia. Gorbachev issued a 

decree banning the creation of armed groups and ordered the confisca¬ 

tion of weapons. It also stated that action would be taken against illegal 

groups within fifteen days if they were not disbanded. There was a 

reluctance to intervene by means of the army - the Interior Ministry 

troops - after the violent suppression of protesters in Georgia had 

evoked world-wide criticism. There was a need to maintain some 

common ground between the army and the civilian population, and to 

acknowledge the growing demands in some republics for ‘national’ 

armies serving within their own republic boundaries. Several republics 

at once defied the decree’s provisions. The Armenian Supreme Soviet 

voted twice to suspend application of the decree to its own republic, 

and also declared that the decree was not valid in Nagorno-Karabakh 

(the Armenian enclave in Azerbaijan), over which Armenia had no 

legal authority. 

Evidence of anti-Russian feeling came from many areas. For ex¬ 

ample, the Tass News Agency reported that 3,000 Russian speakers 

had fled Tuva in Siberia after a campaign of intimidation by local 

people. Factory workers were threatening to strike unless they were 

protected against stone-throwing, armed robbery and anonymous 

death threats. The imposition of presidential authority was expressed 

by the creation of joint army-police patrols in major cities, and the use 

of the KGB, in conjunction with the Interior Ministry, to crack down 

on large-scale organized economic crime. But the central government 

was concerned that, in some republics, KGB, police and interior 

ministries had broken away from central control. 

The New Union Treaty 

In June 1990 Gorbachev called a meeting of the Presidential Council of 

the Federation to discuss fundamental questions on the relationship 

between the republics and the central government. The effort to draw 

up a new Union Treaty was part of the political struggle between 

Gorbachev and Yeltsin. The latter was aiming to enhance the powers 

of the Russian Federation and was the main champion of the autonomy 

of the republics, if not their outright independence. He had long been 

calling for a drastic review of the federal structure of the Soviet Union, 

favouring ‘a strong Union’ but one resting on ‘firm horizontal ties 

among the republics’. These would first establish a network of bilateral 

treaties between themselves on trade, finance, cultural co-operation, 

protection of minorities, etc. The Union Treaty would come later. 

The proposals made by Gorbachev involved a Union of Sovereign 

Socialist States. Each could have its own link with the centre and its 

own degree of freedom to decide what issues to leave to the centre’s 
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control. There would be a new Union Treaty, replacing that of 1922, 

‘to guarantee the republics’ real economic and political sovereignty and 

their effective interaction’. Republics could have a federative or con- 

federative link with the centre, just as Finland or the Khanate of 

Bokhara had in tsarist times. It was up to the republics’ parliaments to 

decide among a multiplicity of options, taking historical, cultural and 

economic circumstances into account. This was not likely to go far 

enough for many republics, while the Baltic republics maintained that 

only total independence would satisfy them. 

When the first draft of the treaty was published late in November 

it retained powers for the centre which the republics were unwilling to 

accept, even where they were not seeking full independence. The pro¬ 

posed central powers were defence (including command of the armed 

forces and the right to declare war and conclude peace), conduct of 

foreign policy, economic policy (including conducting financial, credit 

and monetary policies based on a single currency for the whole coun¬ 

try), and definition of republic borders. It did declare that ‘republics 

are owners of the land and natural resources on their own territories’ 

which many republics had claimed, but the declaration was limited by, 

for example, the use of gold and diamond reserves having to be agreed 

with the Union government and other republics. This could have led 

to conflict between, say, the Russian Federation and autonomous 

republics within its borders. Taxation was mentioned only briefly and 

vaguely, while there was no mention of any procedures for the with¬ 

drawal of a republic from the Soviet Union. 

Another difficulty was that the draft treaty stated that the treaty 

could be signed by the autonomous republics and autonomous regions 

within their borders. This would have allowed an autonomous republic 

such as Abkhazia in Georgia to have stayed in the Union even if 

Georgia decided to leave. Rafik Nishanov, chairman of the Supreme 

Soviet’s Council of Nationalities, also suggested that ‘peoples who have 

no statehood will be able to take part in the Union Treaty. They can be 

represented by their national associations or other organizations.’ This 

would have permitted minorities such as the Gagauz in Moldavia to 

have had a direct link with Moscow even if they were not recognized in 

the existing constitution. The same would have applied to Russian 

minorities in the various republics. 

The draft treaty was not well received by those republics already 

hostile to the Union. The Baltic republics and the Belorussian Popular 

Front were meeting at this time to discuss the formation of a Baltic Sea 

region with talk of national armies and mutual aid in the case of 

economic blockade from Moscow. As well as the Baltic republics, 

Armenia, Georgia and Ukraine said they would not sign the treaty, 

either at all or as it stood. The Russian CPD delayed accepting the 

treaty by voting for an exchange of opinions. President Nazarbaev of 
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Kazakhstan pointedly remarked at the all-Union Congress of People’s 

Deputies that it was for the republics to decide what powers to give the 

centre rather than the other way round. He was echoed by Islam 

Karimov, President of Uzbekistan, so making it clear that opposition to 

the draft treaty was not confined to those republics seeking inde¬ 

pendence. But Gorbachev emphasized the dangers of a breakup of the 

Union and made it clear he was prepared to introduce direct presi¬ 

dential rule if trouble continued in some areas. At this time he was 

seeking far-reaching presidential power to deal with the economic and 

social emergency, moves roundly condemned by Yeltsin. In the event, 

imposition of direct presidential rule did not occur, partly as a result 

of climb-down (in Moldavia) or international opinion (in the Baltic 

republics). 

The issue of military conscription was of great concern to the 

centre. Many republics showed increasing reluctance to allow their 

nationals to serve in the Soviet army either at all or outside the re¬ 

publics’ territory. Some devised alternative forms of national service. 

Although 79 per cent of the quota for 1990 was met, it fell to as low as 

28 per cent in Armenia, and 12 and 10 per cent in Lithuania and 

Georgia respectively. This issue was the pretext for paratroopers being 

sent into Lithuania in January 1991. They were there ostensibly to 

round up defaulters. As negotiations went on it became clear that nine 

republics were prepared to be involved in the proposed treaty, while six 

were not. The Soviet government took the view that these six (the three 

Baltic republics, Georgia, Armenia and Moldavia) would have to have 

a special dispensation to remain in the Union, or would have to invoke 

the secession procedures. Their independence movements formed the 

Assembly of Popular Fronts and Movements in Republics not Joining 

the Union Treaty (or the ‘Kishinev Forum’) to enhance political and 
economic co-operation between them. 

A revised draft of the Union Treaty was published in March. It 

demonstrated the growing pressure from the republics for initiative 

and control to emanate from them. The revision provided that ‘Con¬ 

stituent republics shall retain the right to independent action on all 

issues of their development.’ But the central government would have 

retained responsibility for defence, borders and co-ordinating law 

enforcement and foreign policy. The republics would have been able to 

establish direct diplomatic and trade ties with foreign states, sign 

international treaties and join international organizations. They would 

have been able to secede from the Union ‘in accordance with the order 

established by the parties to the Treaty’. But, as we have seen, the 

prevailing conditions for secession were extremely restrictive. In this 

second draft other major changes were that the republics would have 

had the ownership of land and natural resources and joint control even 

over Union matters; there would be no exclusive Union rights. 
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The Referendum on the Union 

In an attempt to strengthen his hand against the pressures from the 

republics, Gorbachev decided on a nation-wide referendum on the 

Union, which was duly held on 17 March 1991. The six republics who 

refused to sign a union treaty also refused to take part in the referen¬ 

dum. The Baltic republics had previously held their own referendums, 

which registered large majorities for independence. The somewhat 

loaded referendum question was: ‘Do you think it essential to preserve 

the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as a renewed federation of 

equal sovereign republics, in which human rights and liberties will be 

fully guaranteed for all nationalities?’ Some republics added further 

questions. For example, in the Russian Federation people were asked 

to vote on the idea of an elected executive president for the Federation 

(at the time Yeltsin was chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet), and 

in Ukraine people were asked if they wanted to stay in the Union on the 

basis of the republic’s declaration of sovereignty. With such additional 

questions on the ballot paper the result was likely to be less than 

decisive and to be claimed as support by both radicals and conserva¬ 

tives. Television was used by the government to put forward pro-Union 

views while opposition leaders such as Yeltsin were restricted in their 

appearances and had to rely on radio and printed media. Overall, 80 

per cent of the electorate voted and of this 76 per cent were in favour 

of the Union - but that amounted to only 58 per cent of the total 

electorate. The majorities varied widely from place to place. The 

Central Asian republics had well over 90 per cent of voters supporting 

the Union to 71 per cent in the Russian Federation and 70 per cent in 

Ukraine. Some major cities could muster only modest majorities for 

the Union - or even rejected it (as in Kiev). In Russia the vote for a 

directly elected president was almost as high as that for the Union, 

while in Ukraine large majorities voted for the sovereignty of the 

republic. 

The Agreement of Novoye Ogarevo 

In April the Agreement of Novoye Ogarevo was reached between 

Gorbachev, Yeltsin and representatives of eight other republics, so 

disarming the conservative opposition which Gorbachev anticipated at 

the impending Communist Party Central Committee meeting. The 

agreement specified a major role for the Union republics (with the nine 

signatories having ‘most favoured’ status) and envisaged the signing of 

the treaty being followed by a new constitution and elections to 

the Congress of People’s Deputies, as well as direct elections for the 

presidency - probably in 1993. The new state would be called the 

Union of Soviet Sovereign Republics, dropping the word ‘socialist’. 
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By the end of June another draft had been drawn up, providing for 

a two-chamber Union parliament, with each republic having only one 

vote in the upper house, so meeting the objection that otherwise the 

Russian Federation could outvote all the others. The most important 

issue still remaining by this time was that of taxation. The centre 

wanted taxation rights while the Russian Federation and Ukraine 

wanted the republics to collect taxes and from them to provide for the 

Union budget. This latter arrangement would have left the centre very 

dependent on the republics. Other republics, such as Kazakhstan, 

preferred Union taxes from which they, as poor republics, could be 

subsidized. Increasingly, the treaty looked confederal rather than fed¬ 

eral, and elected bodies such as the Russian Supreme Soviet were 

ensuring delay by insisting on discussing and approving the treaty 
before signature. 

Just before the Communist Party’s July Central Committee meet¬ 

ing Gorbachev managed once again to disarm criticism, as he had in 

April. He announced agreement on the Union Treaty, except for the 

question of federal taxation which he expected to be resolved within 

twenty-four hours. He ignored the necessity for republic soviets to 

approve the treaty, but highlighted the fact that, although conservatives 

strongly disapproved of it, they had no alternative which would get the 

agreement of the republics, as Gorbachev had done. He named 20 

August as the date from which republics could start signing the treaty. 

Further hard bargaining between Gorbachev, Yeltsin and Nazarbaev 

produced an agreement on federal taxes. They would not be men¬ 

tioned in the treaty but the republics would agree that a certain per¬ 

centage of republic taxes would go to the centre, subject to periodic 

renegotiation depending on the level of taxes in general. Thus both 

sides made compromises. All this was thrown into the melting pot 

when the attempted coup occurred on 19 August, the day before the 

signing of the treaty was to begin. Clearly the impending signing was 

one of the major factors which precipitated such drastic action by 
conservatives. 

The Republics after the Failed Coup 

The immediate response to the abortive coup from leaders of the 

republics varied from outright condemnation (in the Baltics and 

Kazakhstan) through sitting on the fence (in, for example, Ukraine) to 

support (in some of the Central Asian republics). Later, when the coup 

had failed, some leaders changed their tone, and there was a rush of 

declarations of independence in the hope of strengthening their ne¬ 

gotiating positions vis-d-vis the centre and the Russian Federation. The 

unexpected declaration of independence in such a hitherto relatively 
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acquiescent republic as Belorussia was an attempt to distance the 

republic from Russian-dominated reforms and, they hoped, to retain 

Communist power under another name. There was apprehension, no 

longer of an army-backed coup, but of a nationalist civil war which 

could have fascist overtones. Some smaller ethnic groups also sup¬ 

ported the failed coup and in turn tried to declare independence when 

the coup attempt had obviously failed. Western states now felt able to 

recognize the independence of the three Baltic republics. The sus¬ 

pension of the Communist Party provoked various reactions. Some 

republic Communist parties attempted to disassociate themselves from 

the CPSU and local leaders resigned from the Politburo or Central 

Committee. In some places the Party was banned and in others its 

property was confiscated. 

The main question was the future of the Union Treaty. It was 

obvious that the already highly decentralized draft treaty would have to 

be revised in an even more decentralized direction. At the beginning of 

September Gorbachev, at a meeting with leaders of ten republics, 

suggested that there could be a three-tier system. Some would sign the 

Union Treaty (probably Russia, Ukraine, Belorussia and the Central 

Asian republics), others would be associated through various agree¬ 

ments (possibly Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Moldavia), while 

others would have economic links only (the Baltic republics). Nego¬ 

tiations on an economic union soon started. It was clear that any such 

union would of necessity be dominated by the Russian Federation and 

Ukraine. There was real fear of a new Russian domination, exacerbated 

by Yeltsin’s talk of renegotiating the Russian Federation’s boundaries. 

The transition possibly to some association analogous to the European 

Community would be painful and there would have to be a central 

authority to arbitrate the many likely confiicts. 

The Realities of Independence 

There were certainly reasons why many republics might have hesitated 

to insist on full independence. For many, their economic viability as 

independent states was questionable. In the past they had paid whole¬ 

sale prices for power, oil and raw materials from the rest of the 

Soviet Union. If they became independent, and had to buy such 

imports on the world market, many of their factories would go out of 

business. With western aid they could rebuild their economies, but 

only after a transition period of high inflation and mass unemployment. 

The Soviet Union had been organized as a centralized economy, taking 

little regard of the republics’ specific interests. It would be extremely 

difficult to disentangle this economic structure and not necessarily 

advisable to do so. There had been a monopolistic concentration of 
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industry in particular areas, which meant that no republic had a com¬ 

pletely viable industrial infrastructure. All were dependent on other 

republics for vital supplies and none could compete with the West. The 

European areas of the Soviet Union accounted for three-quarters of 

industrial employment, which meant that the relationship with the 

underdeveloped south and east closely resembled a colonial type. On 

top of all this, there were widespread environmental problems and such 

immediate questions as how to apportion the Soviet Union’s foreign 

debt among the republics. Thus there did seem to be a strong case for 

some political co-operation related to their economic interdependence. 

For the West there was the likelihood of having to deal with a number 

of very fragile economies with weak currencies, still very dependent on 

the Russian Federation, with the possibility that the region might 

destabilize. Meanwhile, it was difficult to know who, if anyone, was in 

control, politically and economically. 

The Economic Treaty 

The twelve remaining Soviet republics signed a declaration of civic and 

inter-ethnic concord in Alma-Ata at the beginning of October. In the 

declaration they agreed, among other things, not to question each 

others’ borders for the next fifty years and signed a declaration of 

economic intent. It was a vague document and did not make clear 

how far the republics were willing to integrate their economies. This 

became an economic treaty which was signed on 18 October 1991, but 

by only eight of the twelve republics. The non-signers were Ukraine, 

Azerbaijan, Georgia and Moldova. Later, all except Georgia said that 

they would sign in due course. The treaty provided for an economic 

zone with a single monetary and banking system, joint customs con¬ 

trols and tariffs and co-ordinated energy, transport and communica¬ 

tions policies. Up to twenty further agreements had to be reached 
before ratification. 

Towards the end of 1991 it became clear that the republics were 

extremely lukewarm about the economic treaty and increasingly re¬ 

luctant to sign any sort of Union Treaty. The last straw was the 

Ukrainian referendum vote on 1 December in favour of independence. 

No union without Ukraine was considered viable so the idea of a union 

was abandoned and the Commonwealth of Independent States was 

formed by the three Slavic republics. Other republics soon joined this 

initiative, which clearly did not envisage any role for the old Union 

centred in Moscow. Nevertheless, independence, when it came, was 

unexpected in some republics and not really welcomed in others. They 

remained interdependent with many economic, social and nationalist 
problems with which to face an uncertain future. 
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Conclusion 

The idea of ‘new socialist man’, a citizen with common socio-political 

values and goals, although with continuing cultural diversity, had long 

been officially envisaged as a logical and desirable outcome of the 

progress towards full Communism. The differences and antagonisms 

between nationalities were to be removed in a merger of nations, but 

this was not understood to mean a crude uniformity. Although some 

small nationalities had become merged in their nearest large neighbour 

with whom they had some affinity (and this process was continuing), 

nationalism in various forms continued to be of major political signifi¬ 

cance in the area before and after the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

Previously, demographic or ethnographic phenomena had only 

become significant to the Soviet authorities when they affected overall 

policy goals. All Soviet policies had ethnic consequences, but the 

authorities tried to suppress the influence of nationalist factors and 

usually (with their greater resources) could do so. The era of glasnost 

and perestroika released a new upsurge of nationalist feelings in all the 

republics. A variety of factors influenced this and affected policy. 

Gorbachev stated the main principles upon which he considered 

nationalities policy should be based. The first, ‘a strong centre and 

strong republics’ seemed contradictory unless an acceptable distribu¬ 

tion of power could have been agreed. The second, that every Soviet 

citizen should feel at home anywhere in the Soviet Union regardless of 

his or her origins, would have taken time, education and a change in 

attitudes and habits to achieve. In his Nobel Peace Prize speech in June 

1991 Gorbachev again emphasized his oft-repeated view that with¬ 

drawal from the Soviet Union could come only through ‘the framework 

of a constitutional process’ as laid down by the Soviet Congress of 

People’s Deputies in Moscow. But the complex procedure was seen by 

nationalists as designed to obstruct secession and it did not meet the 

objection of the Baltic republics, Moldavia and Georgia, that they had 

been forcibly incorporated into the Soviet Union against their will and, 

therefore, were not legally part of it. 

In the end the republics showed that they had no trust in the 

centre. With their achievement of total political independence, formi¬ 

dable economic problems still existed, and tension between national¬ 

ism and democracy came to the surface. Democracy came to be 

associated by nationalists with pressures towards disintegration. The 

result was that general dissent and intolerance of minority ethnic 

groups became evident, such people being regarded as disloyal to the 

new nationalist regime. Democracy in a form recognizable in the West 

was by no means certain to prevail in many of the former Soviet 

republics. 
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Russia and Belarus Accept the 
Inevitable 

Russia 

Introduction 

The Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RSFSR) was central 

to the existence of the Soviet Union. It was by far the largest all-Union 

republic. Many of the Soviet Union’s ethnically based autonomous 

republics lay within its boundaries, with their own actual and potential 

ethnic tensions. The federation consisted of almost three-quarters of 

the Soviet Union’s land mass, just over half the total population, and 

much of its raw material wealth, especially those commodities such as 

oil, gas, furs and precious metals which earned most of the hard 

currency. It was the centre of Soviet heavy industry, with a dominant 

position in the supply of energy and industrial raw materials. It also 

possessed the core of the Soviet Union’s scientific potential, employing 

almost 70 per cent of scientists and, to an even greater extent, it 

contained the country’s military-industrial sector. The true pattern of 

economic relations between the Russian Federation, the other former 

Soviet republics and the rest of the world was concealed by the dis¬ 

torted system of domestic rouble prices, above all by the extremely low 

prices for energy resources. A transition to prices more in line with 

those of world markets would have greatly enhanced the federation’s 

economic position, to the disadvantage of the other republics. 

In spite of this dominant position, the provinces of the Russian 

Federation were often very backward. There were serious environ¬ 

mental problems, inferior housing and social provision, and, in many 

areas, a depopulated and very poor countryside. During the Gorbachev 

period unrest among workers, and threats of strikes, indicated in¬ 

creasing dissatisfaction. There was a growing feeling that the Russian 

Federation must reassert itself. Russians often complained that the 

federation subsidized the other republics and did not get the full benefit 



178 Fifteen New Republics 

from its exports abroad. But, while it was within the Soviet system, 

what it could do about this was limited. Most of the Soviet Union’s 

industrial and scientific potential was located in the federation, but 

only a small portion was directly administered by the federation’s 

institutions. Almost all heavy industry and much research was control¬ 

led by all-Union ministries. Under Soviet arrangements, the federation 

could not change the prices charged by industries under central con¬ 

trol, and it had little chance of securing control of the hard currency 

export earnings of the oil and gas industries. It had direct control only 

over its food and light industries and some other economic activities 

not of strategic importance. 

The Nationalities in the Russian Federation 

It had sometimes been suggested that there should be a reduction in 

the size of the Russian Federation because it embraced many small 

nationalities having quite different backgrounds and histories from the 

Russians - and often from each other. Yeltsin suggested that the 

various national minorities should have greater rights to create their 

own autonomous areas. But, with the position of the federation becom¬ 

ing crucial after the failed coup (which some minorities supported) and 

the formation of the Commonwealth of Independent States, the Rus¬ 

sian centre was more likely to assert itself over the minorities, and 

Yeltsin himself caused concern by talking of revising the republic’s 

external boundaries. Another aspect of the growing nationalistic fer¬ 

ment was the emergence of Russian or Slavic nationalism, which often 

had neo-fascist overtones (including anti-Semitism). Adherents to 

organizations such as Pamyat argued that the nationalities, inside and 

outside Russia, had already been indulged too much and that it was 

time they were firmly put in their place (by the Russians, of course). 

But aside from this extremism, before the failed coup consider¬ 

ation had been given to revising the constitutional place of the federa¬ 

tion within the Soviet Union. After it, nationalism received an even 
greater emphasis. 

The Russian Supreme Soviet 

In May 1990 the federation held the first meeting of its newly elected 

Russian Congress of People’s Deputies (RCPD). Because of its size 

Russia was the only republic to elect a CPD, which then chose a 

Supreme Soviet. All the other republics elected their Supreme Soviets 

directly. The Russian Supreme Soviet was split almost equally between 

conservative and radical forces. Many delegates were employed by 
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organizations subordinate to the central authorities and were likely to 

be reluctant to back measures provoking direct conflict with the centre. 

Attention was concentrated on the efforts of Yeltsin to get the RCPD 

to elect him President of the Russian Federation. This election was an 

attempt to gain a strong power base from which to conduct his cam¬ 

paign against both conservatives and what he considered to be 

Gorbachev’s inadequate policies. The other main candidate was the 

outgoing Prime Minister, Alexander Vlasov, who was thought to be 

supported by Gorbachev. He delivered a ‘state of the Russian Federa¬ 

tion’ report to the Congress which was notable for a strong call for the 

federation to have ‘the exclusive right to own and dispose of all its 

natural resources’. In his speech, Yeltsin went further and demanded 

that the laws of the Russian Federation should have precedence over 

the laws of the Soviet Union itself, a demand similar to that made by 
the Baltic republics and rejected by Gorbachev. 

Yeltsin was finally elected Chairman of the Praesidium (President) 

of the Supreme Soviet of the Russian Federation on 29 May after two 

indecisive ballots and strong attempts to prevent it by Gorbachev. 

However, he promised to work co-operatively with Gorbachev. Sub- 

sequendy, a Yeltsin supporter failed to get elected as Prime Minister. 

Instead, the Russian Supreme Soviet elected Ivan Silayev, a moderate 

reformer. But they did declare that the federation’s constitution and 

laws took precedence over Soviet laws. Any Soviet legislation in conflict 

with Russian sovereignty would be suspended in the territory of the 

federation. This could have undermined the entire Soviet Union. 

Gorbachev said that he believed the Russian Supreme Soviet would 

not, in fact, ‘approve any laws that damage the development of a new 

federation of republics’. The vote, by a large majority, was indeed taken 

on only one article of a draft declaration on Russian sovereignty. Any 

disagreement between the federation and the Soviet Union was to be 

resolved in line with the existing Union Treaty. But radical critics said 

this was a contradiction since the Union Treaty gave supremacy to 

Soviet law. For them the contradiction made the declaration of sov¬ 

ereignty empty. In any case, these declarations of sovereignty made by 

various republics did not mean any immediate practical change. They 

were really establishing their position for the forthcoming renegotiation 

of the Union Treaty. The reality was that the central authorities still 

had control of supply lines and transportation. As it was, the final 

version of the declaration contained a clause preventing it from having 

immediate effect. 

Yeltsin also announced that the federation would have a multi¬ 

party government, the number of ministries would be halved and the 

government team include non-Party people and the chairmen of the 

Moscow and Leningrad soviets. There would be a defence minister to 

work with the Soviet Defence Ministry on conscription and troop 
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movements. It would have its own foreign ministry, foreign trade 

ministries and bank. The federation had already started talks with the 

Baltic republics, Moldavia, Ukraine and Kazakhstan on forming direct 

political, economic and cultural links. 
Within the Russian Federation itself Yeltsin drastically cut back on 

privileges previously enjoyed by Party officials, and introduced for 

approval by the Russian Supreme Soviet the Shatalin—Yavlinsky eco¬ 

nomic plan to be introduced in four stages over eighteen months (see 

pp. 129-30). The plan was too radical for some. Early in July 1990 the 

Russian Communist Party leader, Ivan Polozkov, gave an interview to 

Sovetskaya Rossiya in which he talked of ‘comradely dialogue’ but 

opposed any rush towards creating a labour market. He wanted the 

immediate formation of a consumer market and a gradual move to a 

capital market, but a labour market was ‘connected with private own¬ 

ership, hired labour, unemployment and ultimately with the departure 

from socialism’. 

The Revival of the Russian Communist Party 

The federation had not had a Communist Party of its own since 1992, 

presumably because of a fear by Lenin of extreme Russian chauvinism, 

but Russians predominated in the CPSU anyway. With the changes in 

the Soviet Union and the resurgence of Russian nationalism, pressure 

to review this situation was strong. This time the intention was to help 

placate the Russians, who felt they had been neglected by perestroika. 

Accordingly, the Central Committee set up a ‘Russian bureau’ at 

the end of 1989 to look after the interests of the Russian Federation. 

This was the beginning of a move to establish a separate Russian Com¬ 

munist Party (RCP) although Gorbachev was, in the first instance, 

opposed. The bureau was chaired by Gorbachev to enable him to 

monitor events in the federation, which contained 60 per cent of Party 

members. 

The initiative for the recreation of the Russian Party came from a 

group of ultra-conservatives whose programme made it clear that they 

wanted a return to authoritarianism. They seized on the idea that the 

Russian Federation was the best endowed republic but the worst off, 

since, they argued, it gave way to and supplied the others. They 

reconstituted the RCP Conference in June 1990, which was dominated 

by conservatives and was seen as a dress rehearsal for the CPSU 

Congress the following month. The election of delegates was ostensibly 

democratic, that is, genuinely contested at grass-roots Party branches. 

But, crucially, regional Party conferences then had to whittle down the 

list of successful candidates to the right number. These conferences 

were packed by Party officials who ensured that they and their sym- 
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pathizers got elected. As a result, only 11 per cent of the delegates were 

workers, and 43 per cent were officials from the Party bureaucracy who 
felt most threatened by the proposed reforms. 

Gorbachev’s opening speech to the RCP Conference was coolly 

received, although he attacked the Democratic Platform as well as the 

conservatives. He warned against conflict between the Russian Fed¬ 

eration and the Soviet Union. In a dig at Russian chauvinism he 

stressed that the aim of the RCP was to revive Russian culture and 

that of other nationalities in the federation. He defended perestroika^ 

saying that it had achieved more in three years than all the attempts at 

reform since Stalin’s death. Calling for ‘the fastest possible switch 

to the market economy’, he implicitly attacked Yegor Ligachev who 

had demanded a referendum on whether perestroika was leading to 
capitalism: 

Somebody is trying to impose the idea that the movement towards a 
market is a step back towards capitalism. It is difficult to think of 
anything more absurd. The market came with the dawn of civilization 
and it is not capitalism’s invention. (Steele, 1990d) 

Conservatives who wanted to return the Party to old-fashioned 

methods had ‘lost touch with reality’. Other speakers won more sup¬ 
port. An official, Ivan Osadchy, said. 

Instead of strengthening the Party, the leadership has reduced it to 
crouching unarmed in the trenches under massive shelling by anti¬ 
socialist forces. We reject the removal of ideology from Soviet society. 
We want a Leninist Party with a commimist perspective. (Steele, 1990d) 

On the second day of the conference there was a call from Ligachev for 

Gorbachev to resign as Party Secretary. Colonel-General Albert 

Makashov spoke for many in the military high command when he 

criticized reforms for leaving the country open to attack: 

Germany is reuniting and will probably become a member of NATO and 
Japan is becoming a decisive force in the Far East. Only our learned 
peacocks claim that no one is going to attack us. Because of the so-called 
victories of our diplomacy the Soviet army is being driven without 
combat out of coimtries our fathers freed from fascism. (Steele, 1990e) 

Although the conference adopted resolutions acknowledging the 

reality of a multi-party system and the moves towards a market 

economy, Gorbachev suffered defeat when he failed to get one of his 

preferred candidates to lead the RCP. Ivan Polozkov, a leading con¬ 

servative who had criticized Gorbachev at the conference, was elected 

on the second ballot. Polozkov had been Party Secretary of Krasnodar, 
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in south-west Russia, where he had closed down numbers of co¬ 

operatives. Before the conference ended Gorbachev stated that he 

intended to fight to retain the leadership of the CPSU. Polozkov made 

conciliatory moves and supported Gorbachev’s retention of the Party 

leadership. He said that the new Party had to be ‘thoughtful, moderate, 

democratic and realistic’. Polozkov also promised to work closely with 

the Russian President, Yeltsin, and the distanced himself from General 

Makashov and his criticisms of defence policy. The Democratic Plat¬ 

form issued a declaration that the RCP Conference had ‘ignored the 

real political situation in the country’. Many Party progressives were 

shocked by the hard-line tone of the conference debates, which it was 

felt did not reflect rank and file opinion. Thousands of members 

resigned and others tried to undermine the RCP by insisting that 

members must register formally, instead of being included automati¬ 

cally by virtue of their membership of the CPSU. 

The Confrontation between Yeltsin and Gorbachev 

Throughout the autumn of 1990 the rivalry between Yeltsin and 

Gorbachev continued. In spite of some expressions of the need to co¬ 

operate, the Russian Federation continued to challenge central power 

by publishing a draft constitution for itself which did not mention 

socialism or the Union. By January 1991 the question of a popularly 

elected executive presidency for the federation was being actively dis¬ 

cussed. If elected to such an office, Yeltsin’s authority and legitimacy 

would be greatly enhanced over that of Gorbachev, who was not 

popularly elected. By March the conservatives in the Russian Congress 

of People’s Deputies (RCPD) were responding by trying to move a 

vote of no confidence in Yeltsin. With the conservative-radical division 

in the RCPD finely balanced this could have been a big threat. As the 

time for these decisions approached Gorbachev banned demonstra¬ 

tions in Moscow. A dramatic confrontation occurred, with a huge 

demonstration near the Kremlin during the RCPD’s session being 

faced with considerable police and military force. 

In the event the conservatives did not press their no confidence 

vote, apparently feeling that attacks on Yeltsin tended to increase his 

support in the country. They did delay the vote on the principle of an 

elected presidency but in the end Yeltsin achieved this also, the election 

to be held in June 1991. The opposition of the Communist Party was 

countered by a new organization - Communists for Democracy - with 

the aim of supporting Yeltsin. There were about 800 Communists in 

the RCPD but only about 240 supported the RCP leader, Polozkov. In 

April Yeltsin challenged the Communists by demanding and getting 

new powers to end the miners’ strikes, which were seriously threatening 
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an already very weak economy, to enforce a crisis economic pro¬ 

gramme and to enable the Russian Supreme Soviet to pass laws with¬ 

out the delay of seeking subsequent RCPD approval. He had often 

been criticized for being something of a populist politician, whose 

weaknesses would be evident when he had to take responsibility for 

decisions, instead of simply opposing those of others. In April, to 

counter this accusation, he appointed a team of advisers with many 

radical members, illustrating that much intellectual support was 

moving away from Gorbachev and towards Yeltsin. Many of the new 

team were formerly advisers to Gorbachev. As rivals, and yet forced 

into necessary co-operation, Yeltsin and Gorbachev continued to play 

a complex game. Gorbachev spoke sympathetically of the problems of 

Russia and its many minority nationalities. By breaking up Russia, 

regardless of who does it, we break up the entire Union, he said. He did 

not support some of his own followers who were encouraging 

Tatarstan, Bashkortostan and other autonomous republics to break 

away from the Russian Federation and become republics in their own 

right. 

The Russian Presidential Election 

Yeltsin faced a Communist Party challenge in the presidential election. 

The Party adopted as its candidate Nikolai Ryzhkov, the former Soviet 

Prime Minister, although it did not officially endorse him. Another 

more liberal challenge came from Vadim Bakutin, former Interior 

Minister, and a member of the Security Council. He was thought to be 

Gorbachev’s favoured candidate. Both Yeltsin and Ryzhkov chose 

military figures as their running mates for deputy president, although 

Yeltsin’s was a liberal member of Communists for Democracy (Air 

Force Colonel Alexander Rutskoi) while Ryzhkov’s was the conserva¬ 

tive General Boris Gromov, Deputy Interior Minister. Altogether, 

there were six candidates. Although supported by organized groups (in 

Yeltsin’s case. Democratic Russia) none of the main contenders repre¬ 

sented a political party or had a developed programme. It was therefore 

an election about personalities rather than policies. The leaders of the 

Moscow and Leningrad city soviets also ran for election in their respec¬ 

tive cities. In the event they were elected, as was Yeltsin, with well over 

the 50 per cent needed to avoid a run-off. Yeltsin did particularly well 

in the towns and cities but less well in the countryside where the 

Communist Party often still had firm control. The result confirmed his 

new power and greatly enhanced his legitimacy as a democratically 

elected leader, in contrast to Gorbachev. 

Communists in the Russian parliament continued to make trouble 

and were strengthened by divisions among the radicals. Much of this 
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trouble was concentrated on a long-running dispute over the election of 

a chairman for the RCPD. Yeltsin responded to Communist obstruc¬ 

tion with a decree banning the organization of political parties in 

executive branches of government at all levels as well as in state 

instimtions and other organizations in the federation. In effect this 

applied to the Communist Party’s network of cells through which it 

controlled society. In spite of a furious dispute over the legality of this 

decree, Gorbachev went on holiday without attempting to have it 

rescinded. 
In the days just before the attempted coup, the struggle for power 

between conservatives and radicals, and between Yeltsin and the 

Russian parliament continued. A new party of Russian Communists 

supporting democracy - the Democratic Party of Communists of 

Russia - was founded. Leading members such as Alexander Rutskoi, 

Yeltsin’s deputy, were expelled from the RCP but the RCP tried to 

retain moderate support by dropping its hard-line leader, Ivan 

Polozkov, and replacing him with a more moderate colleague of 

Gorbachev’s, Valentin Kuptsov. Finally, a week before the attempted 

coup, Yeltsin announced plans to introduce presidential direct rule, in 

an attempt to bypass the Communist-dominated RCPD and Supreme 

Soviet. He created four councils answerable to him: a State Council, a 

Security Council, a Federation Council and a Council of Ministers (to 

concentrate on economic matters). He also intended to send prefects to 

the provinces to ensure that decrees were carried out. Eventually they 

would be elected, but it was clear they would be supporters of the 

Yeltsin government; there was no room for opposition. The real power 

centre was to be the State Council - a revival of the old tsarist name. 

The day to day business of the council would be the responsibility of 

the State Secretary (Gennadii Burbulis), a more important post than 

that of vice-president or prime minister. However, he was responsible 

to Yeltsin who held the ultimate power. Parliament, with its large 

number of Communists, was weakened by these arrangements as were 

the local soviets, which would not like the appointment of presidential 

prefects who could interfere with their activities. Some radicals were 

afraid that Yeltsin’s plans had authoritarian overtones, with no effective 
constitutional restraints on the president. 

Russia During and After the Coup 

Yeltsin took the leading part in denouncing the attempted coup, and 

concentrated Moscow opposition in the Russian parliament building, 

the ‘White House’. He had the legitimacy, being the one republic 

leader who had been popularly elected. Demonstrations and strikes 

occurred in other parts of Russia although positive opposition was by 
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no means universal; Yeltsin’s call for a general strike did not get a 

widespread response. Afterwards, there was a strong feeling that 

Gorbachev owed his survival to the Russian stand, and especially to 

Yeltsin. Yeltsin used his enhanced position to take many executive 

actions, including the suspension of the RCP, seizure of some of its 

property and temporarily forbidding the publication of some Com¬ 

munist publications, including Pravda. 

The period following the failed coup was one of internal crisis in 

the federation government. There was a struggle in the bureaucracy 

over access to Yeltsin and a prolonged dispute over the appointment 

of a new Prime Minister. Disagreements emerged between Yeltsin’s 

executive institutions and the Council of Ministers (the Russian gov¬ 

ernment) about their respective powers, while parliament complained 

that it was not being consulted. A major disagreement was over eco¬ 

nomic policy: whether the federation should work with other republics 

in an economic community as envisaged by the Alma-Ata talks on a 

new Union Treaty, or ‘go it alone’ and charge other republics hard 

currency. At the end of October the decision to ‘go it alone’ was 

announced when Yeltsin took the big political risk of announcing 

far-reaching economic reforms. This involved freeing most wages and 

prices at the end of the year, land reform, and the rapid privatization 

of the economy. Major cuts were to be made in defence spending, 

industrial subsidies and support for all-Union ministries. Credit and 

money supply would be strictly limited. He also announced the take¬ 

over of the Soviet state banking system. He warned that there would 

be a very difficult time in 1992 but put himself and his political 

future on the line by assuming the vacant post of Prime Minister 

himself. The Russian parliament overwhelmingly supported these 

moves but only on the significant condition that it had the right to 

approve or reject presidential decrees for a week before they could 

come into effect. 
As attempts to agree on a new Union Treaty faltered, Yeltsin 

continued to assert the power and authority of the Russian government 

by encroaching on central authority. In December he bailed out the 

state bank (Gosbank), which had run out of money, in return for a 

‘consolidated budget’ between the federation and the Union govern¬ 

ment in which the federation would clearly be dominant. This crisis 

had in a sense been created by the federation because it arose when the 

lower house of the all-Union Supreme Soviet failed to muster a quo¬ 

rum to approve a Gosbank credit to the central government of 90.5 

billion roubles. Federation deputies had stayed away in protest at what 

they considered the reckless printing of money to finance unproductive 

bureaucratic, military and other activities. With the creation of the 

Commonwealth of Independent States, in which the federation took a 

leading part, the Soviet Union and its central institutions were finally 
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abolished and the federation became an independent state, negotiating 
economic, military and other agreements with other states in free 
association. It took over most of the former Soviet government’s re¬ 
sponsibilities and obligations, including its adherence to disarmament 
treaties, and its seat at the United Nations. This move was the logical 
conclusion of the progressive encroachment of the federation on cen¬ 
tral power over previous months. 

The Future for an Independent Russia 

The Economy 

In the new situation of independence, the Russian Federation was in a 
very strong position in the long term. It was self-sufficient in energy and 
had the major part of the former Soviet Union’s industrial capacity. If 
it charged world prices it would enjoy a large trade surplus. In the short 
and medium term there were the disruptive effects of a transition to a 
market economy and difficult negotiations ahead with other republics. 
Proposals were put forward in September 1991 to the World Economic 
Forum in Moscow to get round western reluctance to fund projects, by 
giving western investors a stake in the country’s huge reserves of oil, 
gas, timber and other natural resources, but there was confusion over 
the rouble’s convertibility and no coherent financial policy. Private 
capitalism might create new divisions and dangers such as exploitative 
monopolies. Civil society would have to develop to resist this and there 
would be a need for a political labour movement, and a democratic 
opposition which could be constructive but, on the other hand might, 
given a serious economic crisis, collapse into narrow authoritarian 
nationalism. 

Russians in Other Republics 

Even greater difficulties related to the position of Russians living in 
other republics and of the ethnic minorities in the federation itself. 
Many argued that some sort of close agreement was necessary with 
the other republics in order to retain the integrated communi¬ 
cations and energy structures and to safeguard the 25 million Russians 
living elsewhere. (The federation recognized Russian citizenship for 
all Russians living outside its borders.) Some Russians had worked 
in other republics, in manufacture, mining and transport, since before 
the Revolution, but the greatest migration had taken place since 1929 
with the huge industrialization programme of the five year plans. At 
the time of independence, while many emigrant Russians were man¬ 
ual workers, others were part of the political or managerial elite. Many 
Russians had already left Central Asia since troubles began there. 
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while there had been talk in Estonia and Georgia of restricting citi¬ 

zenship rights to those living there before the annexation and their 

descendants. Problems of Russians being disadvantaged by not know¬ 

ing the local language also caused tensions, while Yeltsin’s mention 

of renegotiating Russia’s borders created anxiety in republics such 

as Kazakhstan, where Russians were almost as great a proportion of 

the population as Kazakhs, and widely distributed throughout the 
republic. 

In Ukraine there were problems in the Crimea, which was heavily 

populated by Russians and was part of the Russian Federation until it 

was transferred to Ukraine in Khrushchev’s time. In the Donbass 

mining region of the Ukraine the population was mostly Russian or 

Russian-speaking Ukrainians. They had supported the independence 

movement, Rukh, but were hostile to the replacement of the Russian 

language by Ukrainian. To alleviate fears of Russians, and after 

Yeltsin’s talk of redrawing boundaries, a joint agreement between the 

federation and Ukraine at the end of August 1991 established the 

principle of economic and military alliance without the involvement of 

President Gorbachev and the central government. There were further 

difficulties in the Baltic republics where, although some Russians 

backed independence, others were very hostile. Moldavia, too had an 

aggressive Russian minority who were trying to declare independence. 

The Nationalities in the Russian Federation 

On the announcement of the coup some of the local soviets in indus¬ 

trial cities of the Urals and Siberia pledged loyalty to Yeltsin. But many 

Russian autonomous republics and regions came out in support of the 

coup and called for the state of emergency to be confirmed by the all- 

Union Supreme Soviet. Many wanted to enhance their political posi¬ 

tion and sixteen declared sovereignty, mainly as a move by local 

Communists to preserve their position and cause difficulties for 

Yeltsin. A number of these autonomous republics (for example, 

Buryatia, Karelia, Mordovia, Udmurtia and Komi) had Russian ma¬ 

jorities in their population. The level of economic development and the 

cultural cohesion of the local nationality were just as, if not more, 

important than mere numbers. Further difficulties existed among the 

Muslim population of the North Caucasus and in Tatarstan. The 

Tatars had a well developed industrial base and believed independence 

was a viable proposition. Their government had refused to take part in 

the Russian presidential election in June. 

Events were particularly dramatic in Checheno-Ingushetia where a 

power struggle and demands for independence by the Chechens led 

Yeltsin to make the mistake of sending troops, which then had to be 

withdrawn when the Russian Supreme Soviet refused to endorse the 



188 Fifteen New Republics 

decision and told him to proceed by negotiation. This particular crisis 

highlighted the potential troubles to come. Still other nationalities, 

deported from their homelands by Stalin, were conducting vigorous 

campaigns to have their rights and homelands restored. These included 

the Crimean Tatars and Volga Germans. The economic problems 

facing the federation, and the relatively low level of political sophistica¬ 

tion among the nationalities, meant that the resolution of these difficul¬ 

ties might well be long and acrimonious. At one time Yeltsin was 

promising the autonomous republics ‘as much sovereignty as you can 

swallow’. But by November he was saying, ‘We cannot and will never 

allow a disintegration of Russia into dozens of feuding fiefdoms; we 

already had such a period in our history and it cost us dearly.’ People 

pointed out the resemblance to Gorbachev’s attempts to save the 

Union. 

Russian Nationalism 

Before the coup, Russian nationalism had largely been the preserve of 

conservatives. But during the coup radicals appropriated it to help 

focus resistance. The older generation believed in the Russian domi¬ 

nated, imperialistic Soviet Union and blamed Gorbachev for its 

downfall. Others realized that only after the dissolution of the empire 

was real reform possible. For them, the empire was associated with 

totalitarianism, the KGB and the ruin of the economy. The popular 

election of Yeltsin and the opinion polls showed that authoritarianism 

was no longer acceptable to the great majority of people, especially to 

the younger generation. Yeltsin courted the Russian Orthodox Church 

in a populist appeal to Russian traditions. Because of previous re¬ 

pression, religion was now fashionable and was idealized as having 

been part of the state in old Russia. The Orthodox Church wanted to 

remm to its previous important position in the state, but was hesitant 

in condemning ultra-nationalist groups in St Petersburg and elsewhere. 

There were, of course, many other churches and religions in Russia. 

Slavophile writers claimed that they were purely cultural and religious, 

and not opposed to other nationalities, although they opposed west¬ 

ernization. However, the Russian Federation was no longer the agrar¬ 

ian village society they harked back to and, with industrialization, a 

degree of westernization of culture was inevitable. The nationalists 

were certainly capable of causing trouble. The extreme nationalist 

candidates got 10 per cent of the vote in the Russian presidential 

election, which some felt it would be possible to expand if the groups 

became united. Anti-Semitism was often implicit (and sometimes ex¬ 

plicit, as in the Pamyat Society) and could be exploited in a search for 

scapegoats to blame for the country’s troubles. 
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Conclusion 

As the largest, best armed and potentially richest state in the region, 

the Russian Federation was bound to have a profound influence. It 

was clear, for example, that much policy in Ukraine was governed 

by near paranoia about the influence, threat or even domination of 

the federation. To overcome these fears Russians would have to 

set aside centuries of imperialist thinking. Internally, the economic 

and social problems were very severe. A period of hardship and dif¬ 

ficulty for the population was inevitable, exacerbated by corruption 

and criminality. Reaching satisfactory agreements with the ethnic 

minorities would be a long and difficult process. It was by no means 

certain that democratic thinking and practices could take firm root in 
these circumstances. 

Russia’s relations with the rest of the world centred on questions 

of economic aid and security. Both questions were far from being 

resolved as the country entered on post-imperial independence. Of the 

major economic powers, only the European Community showed real 

sympathy for giving substantial economic aid. The United States and 

Japan, for their own separate reasons, held back. Great concern was 

expressed in the West about the security arrangements for the region, 

especially with regard to the huge nuclear arsenal. Assurances that the 

nuclear weapons would remain under joint and effective control did 

not entirely allay western unease. A major problem also arose over the 

control of conventional weapons, with quarrels over joint command 

and the formation of separate armies in the republics; these quarrels 

were especially virulent between Russia and Ukraine. 

Belarus (Belorussia) 

Belorussia, one of the three Slavic republics, was once part of Kievan 

Rus and then came under the influence of Lithuanians and Poles. It 

passed under Russian rule when the area was partitioned in the eight¬ 

eenth century and suffered greatly during Russo-Polish wars and 

Napoleonic invasion. After the October Revolution it was nominally 

independent for less than a week, and became a Soviet republic in 

1919. Subsequently it was considerably increased in area, notably 

in 1940 when parts of eastern Poland, predominantly Belorussian in 

population, were added. Some hundreds of thousands of Poles still live 

in what is now western Belorussia and there are a sizable number of 

Ukrainians in the republic. Potential disputes existed over the border 

with Lithuania, because an area of present-day Lithuania was part of 
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Belorussia between the two World Wars. Doubts always existed that 

Belorussia had a real sense of national identity. There had been a high 

degree of Russification. Julian Birch characterized Belorussia as ‘quin¬ 

tessential border country’ (Birch, 1991, p. 74). 
With the advent of glasnost, attempts to form a Popular Front 

along the lines of the nearby three Baltic republics ran into consider¬ 

able opposition from the Belorussian Communist Party. The founding 

conference had to be held outside the republic, in Vilnius. A few 

months before, a demonstration in the capital, Minsk, calling for a 

memorial to the victims of Stalinism was broken up by the police. 

Nevertheless, in the March 1989 national elections a number of 

prominent Party candidates were defeated, including the Party Secre¬ 

tary in Minsk. This did not stop the Party from trying to prevent the 

holding of Popular Front meetings. By July 1990 events in Belorussia 

had developed sufficiently for the Belorussian Supreme Soviet to do 

what some other republics had already done, namely to declare sov¬ 

ereignty. The sovereignty declaration proclaimed the republic to be a 

neutral state and a nuclear-free zone (it had nuclear weapons on its 

territory), with the right to raise its own army and security forces. As 

had other republics, it declared that the republic’s laws took pre¬ 

cedence over the laws of the Soviet Union. It also claimed the right to 

‘voluntary unions with other states, and free withdrawal from such 

unions’. 

Nevertheless, Belorussia was considered politically the most docile 

of the republics and well under the control of the Communist Party. 

Even serious fall-out over the republic from the Chernobyl nuclear 

disaster in Ukraine did not provoke significant public reaction. This is 

why Gorbachev chose Minsk for a speech on the occasion of the Union 

referendum in the spring of 1991, when he denounced ‘neo-bolshevik’ 

tactics and those creating an unsettling atmosphere. But, unexpectedly, 

within a few weeks of his visit, major industrial unrest broke out, 

centred in Minsk. These strikes started as protests against price in¬ 

creases but soon became political, demanding the disbanding of 

Communist Party cells in factories and the resignation of Gorbachev. 

Some factory managers were sympathetic to the protest against price 

rises, but disapproved of the political demands. Further one-day strikes 

followed, in spite of a ban on strikes by Moscow. 

The failed coup threw the hitherto firmly based Belorussian Com¬ 

munist Party into disarray. To general surprise, and in spite of a 

majority in the republic’s Supreme Soviet, the Party at first separated 

from the CPSU and its leader, Anatolii Malofeyev, resigned from the 

CPSU Politburo. Eventually it was outlawed altogether (to be revived 

under another name). At the same time the Communist President, 

Nikolai Dementei, was made to resign the republic declared independ¬ 

ence and the name of the republic in the national language, Belarus, 
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was adopted. Many felt that these moves, far from being a genuine 

rejection of Communism, were essentially intended to retain as much 

influence as possible for de facto Communists. But these and other 

events drew attention to deep hostility in the republic to the old cen¬ 
tralized system. 

The disgrace of the Communist Party and the impending investi¬ 

gation of many Communist deputies for allegedly supporting the coup 

gave a fillip to the hitherto rather weak Popular Front, led by Dr Zenon 

Poznyak. (It had one tenth of the seats in the Supreme Soviet.) There 

was an increasing upswell of nationalism in the last months of 1991. 

Although Belarus joined the other Slavic republics in forming the 

Commonwealth of Independent States, the leader of the Supreme 

Soviet, Stanislau Shushkevich, was almost immediately forced by the 

Popular Front to go to Moscow to try to water down the agreement. 

The republic was now talking of its own currency, army and a share 

of the Soviet Union’s gold and currency reserves. For the first time, as 

the Soviet centre collapsed, independence seemed both possible and 

desirable but with an uncertain future. Belarus was dependent on the 

Russian Federation for vital resources such as coal, iron and steel and 

felt threatened by Yeltsin’s announcement of the freeing of prices in the 

federation. With no real tradition as an independent entity, the repub¬ 

lic looked to links with neighbouring republics, from Lithuania to 

Ukraine - perhaps as a bridge between the Baltic and the Black Sea. 

While the sense of national identity had hitherto been weak, the col¬ 

lapse of the Soviet Union certainly gave people a feeling of new possi¬ 
bilities. 





13 

Ukraine and Moldova Break Free 

Ukraine 

Recent History 

Ukraine has an area of some 603,700 square kilometres (larger than 

any other European country) and a population of over 50 million. It is 

rich in minerals and agriculturally advanced by Soviet standards. Its 

history shows that it has never attained more than semi-autonomous 

status at best. The original ninth-century Rus was based in Kiev, 

uniting eastern Slavonic tribes centred on Kiev in the south and 

Novgorod in the north. As Russia emerged, there were rivalries be¬ 

tween its princes and they were unable to resist the invasions of the 

Mongol-Tatars in the thirteenth century. Kievan Rus was destroyed 

and a stronger Russia grew around the principality of Moscow while 

the people of Kiev came to be regarded (although not by themselves) 

as provincials. Russia and eastern Ukraine were formally united in 

1654 under the Pereyaslav agreement. 

Eastern Ukraine has much stronger links with the Russians than 

the western areas, going back centuries to the time when Christian 

Slavs united to protect themselves against the Turks. There had also 

long been a tension between, on the one hand, identifying with the 

Russians in defeating the invading Poles and, on the other, conscious¬ 

ness of a distinctive Ukrainian identity. Ukrainian nationalism grew 

in the nineteenth century, especially in Galicia. At the time of the 

Russian Revolution and the end of the First World War Ukrainians 

fought against both the Bolsheviks and the Germans. The Soviet army 

conquered them and a civil war developed in which, with the help 

of the Poles, they tried but failed to expel the Soviets. From 1918 

for three years Galicia formed the Republic of West Ukraine but it 

collapsed through lack of international support and inability to resist 

the better equipped Polish forces which attacked it. Poland then 
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assimilated western Ukraine and, while the urban and landowning 

classes became predominantly Polish, the majority in the countryside 

was Ukrainian. Supported by the country dwellers guerrilla forces 

existed, especially the semi-fascist Organization of Ukrainian National¬ 

ists (OUN). These guerrillas split into the Bandera (hard-line) and 

Melnyk (moderate) factions. In the Second World War they again 

fought against both the Soviets and the Germans, and the OUN 

became more liberal democratic in outlook. There was a brief eight-day 

period of nominal independence in 1941. After the Second World War 

western Ukraine was incorporated (with other territories) into the 

Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. The role of the OUN was inher¬ 

ited by the Ukrainian Insurgent Army^ which broadened its popular 

base in the 1940s. 

Soviet Policy towards Ukraine 

Soviet policy in Ukraine was comparatively liberal in the 1920s, but 

became repressive in the 1930s when Stalin’s purges were at their 

height and Khrushchev was First Secretary of the Ukrainian Com¬ 

munist Party (UKP). Much terror resulted and there was a famine of 

massive proportions. Russification was suspended during the war but 

revived again afterwards with new signs of Stalinist repression. Under 

the influence of glasnost and the efforts of Memorial (the society for 

commemorating Stalin’s victims) many graves and skeletons of secret 

police victims were found all over Ukraine. There was little resistance 

to the integration of western Ukraine from the wartime allies of the 

Soviet Union. Many Poles were deported to Poland. The minority but 

indigenous Greek Catholic Church in western Ukraine was abolished. 

A hurried sovietization programme was undertaken and collectivization 

of agriculture pushed through. More important, the area was indus¬ 

trialized and, as a result, there was an influx of Russians which had an 

effect on educational and cultural life, the socio-economic position of 

the peasants and remaining tacit support for the Greek Catholic 
Church. 

On Stalin’s death there were attempts by UKP leaders to win 

greater freedom of action, linked to socio-economic development and 

their own personal advancement under Khrushchev. Khrushchev was 

not prepared to use terror against the politically loyal leaders of the 

UKP or against the intellectuals - they too were now more assertive. 

Khrushchev, because he had been UKP First Secretary, promoted 

some of its officials to high levels in the CPSU, but there is little 

evidence of pro-Ukrainian influence in central policy-making. All this 

was short-lived and, by 1958, assimilation was being re-emphasized. 

Some UKP leaders were accused of undue nationalism and the First 
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Secretary Shelest was dismissed in 1972 when there was a shake-up in 
the Party, state and cultural apparatus. 

The Greek (Ukrainian) Catholic Church 

The Greek Catholic Church (although with a relatively small mem¬ 

bership of about 4 million) had close links with the nationalist move¬ 

ment. It is a uniate church, that is, in communion with the Pope and 

the Roman Catholic Church, but with its own rites. Uniate churches 

have for centuries acted as a buffer between the Orthodox and Catholic 

Churches. The Greek Catholic Metropolitan Andrew Szepticki was 

hostile to the Russians and when the Nazis invaded Ukraine in June 

1941 he wrote a pastoral letter declaring, ‘We greet the victorious 

German Army as a deliverer from the enemy.’ He may have thought 

that the Nazis would guarantee an independent Ukraine but they had 

no such intention. Supported by Metropolitan Andrew they set up the 

so-called Galician Army Division in 1943, made up of Ukrainians. The 

Ukrainians have argued that they needed a military force of their own 

to defend the interests of their country when the Germans were de¬ 

feated. But, at the time, their uniate leaders openly supported the Nazis 

against the Soviets. In June 1944 the Galician Division was defeated as 

the Soviets advanced westwards across Ukraine. Its members dis¬ 

persed, some becoming emigres in Western Europe and North 

America, others being forcibly repatriated to their probable deaths in 
the Soviet Union. 

Having driven out the Nazis from Ukraine and Poland, the Soviets 

arrested the new uniate Metropolitan, Bishop Slipyi. Accused of col¬ 

laboration with the Ukrainian nationalist movement, he was tried and 

exiled to Russia (although later released by Khrushchev) along with 

most uniate priests and bishops. In 1946 a ‘synod’ was held in Soviet 

controlled Ukraine. The uniate church, accused of collaboration with 

the enemy, was dissolved (by ‘its own free will’). Its churches, monas¬ 

teries and libraries were handed over to the Russian Orthodox Church. 

Until recently it continued actively to exist only in Ukrainian com¬ 

munities in the West and has been renamed the Ukrainian Catholic 

Church. 

The policy of glasnost saw a growth of religious toleration, which 

meant a resurgence of the uniate Ukrainian Catholics in western 

Ukraine. In spite of their relatively small numbers they were significant 

because of their association with Ukrainian nationalism and their links 

with exiled Ukrainians abroad. In the spring of 1989 the Ukrainian 

Catholics increased their campaign for legalization. Hitherto they had 

been forced to hold their services outdoors or in private homes. That 

summer some 100,000 people demonstrated in Lvov, the main centre 
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of the Church, to demand legalization. In the autumn they started 

seizing Orthodox churches which they claimed had been taken from 

them when they were forcibly dissolved by Stalin. They felt that the 

Orthodox Church was reluctant to recognize their case. Legalization 

was granted by the Ukrainian government in December 1989 and the 

Orthodox Church also recognized their existence. 
The passage of time and the advent of Gorbachev created a 

climate in which a new generation was prepared to seek reconciliation. 

At the beginning of December 1989 the Ukrainian Catholic leader in 

exile in Rome, Cardinal Myroslav Lubachivsky, issued a statement 

saying that his Church was prepared to extend its hand to the Russian 

Orthodox Church ‘as a sign of peace, Christian love, forgiveness, 

reconciliation and respect’. He returned to Ukraine on 30 March 1991 

to be the first Ukrainian Catholic patriarch since Stalin’s forced aboli¬ 

tion of the Church to celebrate mass in their Cathedral of St George in 

Lvov. Both Gorbachev and the Pope were anxious for the Catholics 

and the Orthodox to reach an accommodation, sharing church build¬ 

ings, etc. But centuries of division and conflict would have to be 

overcome and relations between the churches were not good. 

An additional factor in the religious situation is the revival of the 

Ukrainian Autocephalous (Independent) Orthodox Church, giving 

Ukrainians another opportunity to assert their sense of national iden¬ 

tity. The Church (which is not recognized by the Orthodox Patriarch of 

Constantinople, the nominal head of Orthodox churches) has some 

strength in western Ukraine. In October 1990 there were incidents 

when the Autocephalous Patriarch, Mstyslav, returned to Kiev after 

forty-six years exile in North America to preach at St Sophia’s Ca¬ 

thedral and claim it for his Church. A few days later, Alexei, Patriarch 

of Moscow and All Russia, came to celebrate the liturgy there on behalf 

of the Russian Orthodox Church. Angry demonstrations against his 

visit did not succeed and Rukh (the Ukrainian Popular Front) claimed 

that Patriarch Alexei’s visit was ‘a spiritual assault on Ukraine by 

Moscow’. Thus further emphasis was given to the volatile religious 

situation in the republic. The pressure of nationalism was later dem¬ 

onstrated when the Orthodox Church in Ukraine decided to break 

away from the Russian Orthodox Church and requested permission 

from Patriarch Alexei to appoint a separate Ukrainian patriarch. It also 

called upon its members to vote for independence in the referendum of 

December 1991. 

Perestroika in Ukraine 

When Gorbachev tried to get perestroika moving he encountered op¬ 

position from the UKP, and especially from the Party Secretary, 
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Vladimir Shcherbitsky. The UKP had long had a reputation of being 

particularly oppressive and the elections in March 1989 saw the defeat 

of Party leaders in several Ukrainian cities. The third anniversary of the 

Chernobyl nuclear disaster^ was marked by big demonstrations in 

Kiev, the capital, demanding new safety standards. This grass-roots 

protest movement gained much of its initial impetus from the environ¬ 

mentalist Greens, who, some time before, had set up a movement 

called Green World. At their rally in November 1988, on ecological 

and nationalist themes, ten thousand people were present. The Ukrain¬ 

ian radicals were lagging behind those in the Baltic republics. The 

Writers’ Union drew up a programme for a Popular Front Movement 

(known as Rukh and led by Ivan Drach); it was published in February 

1989 although not without encountering difficulties from the auth¬ 

orities. Its original aim was basically a call for decentralization, that 

is, more control by the republic of its own affairs. The main active 

supporters were the intelligentsia, engineers and scientists who wanted 

increased contact with the outside world, managers who wanted 

greater independence from the centre, and a small number of workers 

who wanted independent trade unions and more control over their 

workplaces. But over time the tendency was to move towards de¬ 

manding independence. 

The UKP was originally unenthusiastic about Rukh, branding it as 

an intellectuals’ movement, suggesting it was anti-Soviet and anyway 

unnecessary because the Party was dealing with ecological and lan¬ 

guage issues. Party members were discouraged from joining. There 

were no high Party officials prepared to take a radical line, as happened 

in the Baltic republics. There was, however, a difference between 

eastern and western Ukraine. In Lvov in western Ukraine the Com¬ 

munists were steadily forced on to the sidelines, while in Kiev in 

eastern Ukraine the Communists were still so strong that, until the 

collapse of the coup, pro-independence demonstrators were not al¬ 

lowed to gather in the city centre. Gorbachev visited Ukraine in Feb¬ 

ruary 1989 and heard much criticism of his economic reforms, which 

had failed to relieve shortages. He wanted to urge the UKP to show 

more enthusiasm in backing perestroika, and spoke to a meeting of 

reform-minded UKP members, encouraging them to work for de¬ 

mocratization, elected bodies and to pay more attention to rank and file 

Communists. He told workers on the streets of Kiev that they should 

get rid of bosses who did not perform well. But the UKP was dragging 

its heels over issues such as the examination of Stalin’s crimes and the 

establishment of private co-operatives. 

In March 1990 Rukh declared its intention to become the repub¬ 

lic’s first fully-fledged opposition party, campaigning for independence 

from the Soviet Union. However, the move was not supported by the 

full leadership. Those who did support it wanted complete independ- 
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ence and for the UKP to take full responsibility for the 1932 famine, 

the politics of Russification and the liquidation of the Ukrainian intel¬ 

ligentsia. One fifth of the delegates at the founding Rukh Congress 

were Party members, indicating that the UKP was seriously split. 

Numbers of Rukh supporters were elected to the Ukrainian Supreme 

Soviet, which was also split between pro-independence groups and 

those loyal to the Soviet Union. Rukh won many seats in local elec¬ 

tions, especially in western Ukraine. But the authorities were still 

taking a hard line. Nineteen students were gaoled in February 1990 

after there were widespread strikes demanding the abolition of Marxist- 

Leninist ideology courses and Party cells at the universities. In De¬ 

cember Rukh formed the Democratic Party of Ukraine. 

Sovereignty and Independence 

In July Ukraine followed other republics in proclaiming sovereignty, 

under which Ukrainian law was to take precedence over Soviet law in 

its territory. It also claimed the right to raise its own army and issue its 

own currency, but a majority of deputies maintained that Ukraine 

should stay in the Soviet Union and develop, rather than break, ‘the 

existing social, economic, cultural and other links’ with other Soviet 

republics. They also voted for a ‘permanently neutral state, not partici¬ 

pating in military blocs’ which enjoyed the ‘supremacy, independence, 

absolute authority and indivisibility’ of its power on its own territory 

(Rettie, 1990c). The campaign for independence and breaking away 

from the Soviet Union began to spread from western to eastern 

Ukraine. One impetus for this was dissatisfaction with the proposals for 

economic reform, even the Shatalin ‘500-day’ plan being seen as not 

radical enough because it still preserved too strong a centre. This view 

came to be held both by the UKP and by the Democratic Bloc, the 

main opposition in the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet representing about 

forty groups. Support for the market economy was often mainly poli¬ 

tical. It was seen as the best way to break up the old system and the 

Communist Party organization which was still strong in industrial 

areas. 

The most remarkable mmaround was the support for the na¬ 

tionalist cause by the UKP. The leadership seemed to have decided 

that its only chance of retaining political influence was to lead the 

nationalist movement and to control the process of privatization. The 

Ukrainian Supreme Soviet passed resolutions in favour of its own 

national army, banned the deployment of conscripts in areas of inter¬ 

ethnic tension and demanded that all Ukrainian conscripts serve only 

on Ukrainian territory by 1 December 1990. None of these resolution 

had the force of law but they were symbolic of the republic’s aspirations 
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and understanding of itself. They suggested that only a very loose 

federation would satisfy them, even with the other Slavic republics. 

Demonstrations against Ukraine’s Communist-dominated government 

started early in October, including a hunger strike by some 350 stu¬ 

dents at Kiev University, and these gradually grew in numbers and 

significance. After a week, in which the demonstrations spread to 

Kharkov and other cities, the Communist Prime Minister, Vitaly 

Madol, resigned. Radicals were disturbed in November by the arrest of 

Stepan Khmara, leader of the radical Republican Party, after a scuffle 

with a policeman. His trial was suspended indefinitely in May 1991, 

and he was given bail, although five others arrested with him remained 

in prison. Charges were finally dropped after the abortive coup. There 

were fears that the police were to get sweeping new powers. At the 

same time the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet adopted a decree banning 

demonstrations during working hours and limiting them to designated 

areas. These events led to the temporary suspension of the Supreme 

Soviet, because of a boycott by the entire opposition, and the breaking 

up by the police of pro-Khmara demonstrations. However, the Su¬ 

preme Soviet did vote to add questions to the referendum on the Union 

concerning the acceptance of the republic’s sovereignty. 

The All-Union Referendum 

The all-Union referendum recorded a vote of 70 per cent for a renewed 

Union in the republic but 80 per cent of these voters said yes in answer 

to the question whether Ukrainians wanted ‘Ukraine to be in a union 

of Soviet sovereign states based on the declaration of sovereignty’. The 

vote for the latter was, as expected, much heavier in western Ukraine. 

The Supreme Soviet voted to adopt a new constimtion in the republic 

and to hold a referendum on independence in the autumn. There 

would be a popularly elected president and Ukrainians would have a 

right to private property. They adopted a market reform plan which 

assumed ‘the Ukraine’s complete economic and political independ¬ 

ence’. The republic also planned to take the military complex under its 

control from 1 January 1992. A major issue was whether to sign 

Gorbachev’s Union Treaty before deciding the question of the new 

republican constitution. Old-style Communists wanted the treaty 

signed straight away, but other Communists were split between 

progressives who advocated delay, and the uncertain, illustrating the 

increasing political ineffectiveness of the UKP. In the event the Su¬ 

preme Soviet voted to postpone a decision on the Union Treaty until 

after the adoption of a new constitution, a move which had wide 

popular support. Increasingly, leading spokesmen, even the hard-line 

Communist Party leader, Stanislav Gurenko, emphasized Ukraine’s 
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sovereignty and need to control its own resources. Leonid Kravchuk, 

Communist chairman of the Supreme Soviet and head of state, worked 

hard to create a consensus between Communists and the pro-inde¬ 

pendence groups. Meanwhile the republic more and more tried to go 

its own way in economic and financial matters, setting up checkpoints 

on its borders to prevent agricultural products being smuggled in from 

neighbouring republics to be sold at higher prices, turning over defence 

establishments to consumer production and concluding trade agree¬ 

ments with Hungary, Czechoslovakia and other countries. There was 

talk of introducing its own currency. 

Ukraine's Reaction to the Attempted Coup 

Kravchuk did not condemn the coup outright, but did ask for recog¬ 

nition of the supremacy of Ukrainian laws on its territory, which 

contradicted the coup leaders’ statement on the supremacy of Soviet 

laws throughout the Union. The following day the leadership 

praesidium condemned the coup by twenty-five votes to fifteen and 

declared the coup leaders’ actions to be ‘null and void’ in Ukraine. It 

was also clear that elements in the military and police were against the 

coup and they made contact with opposition groups to urge the bring¬ 

ing of Ukrainian armed forces under military control with the forma¬ 

tion of a Ukrainian National Guard. Rukh condemned the coup from 

the start and declared its support for Yeltsin. Kravchuk was said to 

have voted for the praesidium resolution and later telephoned a strong 

condemnation to Moscow. The initial hesitation by the Ukrainian 

government increased divisions between the parties. Kravchuk de¬ 

fended himself by pointing out that there were hard-line Commimists 

in the parliamentary praesidium and he was not an elected president 

who could issue decrees as Yeltsin did. Although communications 

in the Crimea where Gorbachev was under arrest were under the 

control of the Ukrainian government, Kravchuk was unable to get 
through to him. 

Communist Party buildings were soon occupied and their assets 

frozen. There was a fear that Communists, still in a very strong position 

in the Supreme Soviet, were trying to save themselves by declaring their 

independence from the CPSU and supporting nationalism. But it was 

then revealed that the proposed state of emergency had been approved 

by the UKP, which led Kravchuk to leave the Soviet Communist 

Party’s Politburo and Central Committee. It appears that at some stage 

he also left the Party itself. The Party was weakened by the resignation 

of many of its deputies and lost its parliamentary majority. Local 

authorities in Kiev and western Ukraine acted to occupy Communist 
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Party offices. The new leader of the UPCP, Alexander Moroz, said 

the Party would separate itself from the CPSU and form an independ¬ 

ent party with a new name. There would be a special commission to 

investigate the Party’s complicity in the attempted coup. The feeling 

among many, however, was that, after regrouping, the Communist 

Party would remain an important political force. Then, unexpectedly, 

the UKP was formally dissolved on 4 September after increasing rev¬ 

elations of collusion in the attempted coup. 

The Ukrainian parliament also announced the seizure of all-Union 

property on its territory and the creation of a Ukrainian army and 

national guard. Ukraine was in a strong position in any negotiations 

with Moscow or other republics. It provided 70 per cent of the Soviet 

Union’s manganese, 80 per cent of its sulphur and 40 per cent of its 

titanium. Ukrainian iron and steel production was only slightly lower 

than in the Russian Federation and, in some consumer goods such as 

television sets it was actually higher. Its grain output amounted to one 

quarter of the Soviet Union’s production. The vast Donbass coalfield 

extends into Russia, raising questions about who owned what. The 

republic needed Russian oil for its chemical industry, but like the 

Russian Federation, Ukraine was, in principle, able to generate a trade 

surplus with its neighbours. 

The Independence Vote 

On 26 August 1991 the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet voted overwhelm¬ 

ingly to declare the republic independent and sovereign, one in which 

Soviet law no longer applied; all this was to be ratified by a referendum 

and presidential election on 1 December. The unease felt by Yeltsin’s 

reference to renegotiating boundaries was countered by pointing to the 

treaty with Russia of November 1990, which stated ‘respect for the 

territorial integrity of each other’s existing borders’. Nevertheless a 

Russian delegation was sent to the republic to calm Ukrainian fears. A 

Russian-Ukrainian working commission was set up to negotiate eco¬ 

nomic and defence agreements and a joint declaration issued which, 

while not mentioning Ukrainian independence, also had no role for the 

central government. Ukrainian apprehension was not entirely as¬ 

suaged. A significant development was the decision of Ukraine on 17 

October not to sign the economic treaty (see p. 133). Eventually the 

Supreme Soviet agreed to the initialling of the treaty, but it was clear 

that they did not think it would have any effect in halting the decline in 

the state of the economy. 

The difference between the attitudes towards independence of 

western and eastern Ukraine, complicated by the presence of a sizable 
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Russian minority in the east, had declined dramatically in 1990-1. All 

the talk after the attempted coup was of independence, even among the 

Russian community. The situation between East and West Ukraine 

remained difficult, however, because of the quarrels between the Or¬ 

thodox Church and the Ukrainian Catholic Church (not to speak of 

Latin-rite Catholics and Autocephalous Orthodox). A week before the 

election, Kravchuk, the leading presidential candidate, was saying that 

Ukraine would not join Gorbachev’s proposed Soviet federation. A 

further blow to Gorbachev came when President Bush let it be known 

that the United States would give early recognition to Ukraine if it 

voted for independence; this was a significant change of policy as three 

weeks before the attempted coup Bush, during a speech in Kiev, had 

warned Ukrainians against ‘suicidal nationalism’, as part of his policy 

of supporting Gorbachev. Everyone realized that a Ukrainian vote for 

independence would end Gorbachev’s efforts to preserve some form of 

union. Gorbachev did not help his cause by hectoring speeches to the 

Ukrainians saying that independence would be against common sense 

and a catastrophe. Yeltsin also expressed opposition to independence, 

recognizing that it would create difficulties for Russia if Ukraine in¬ 

troduced its own currency and army. 

In the event, Ukraine voted overwhelmingly for independence and 

elected Kravchuk president on the first ballot. More than 90 per cent 

voted and over 80 per cent of them voted yes. Even strongly Russian 

areas such as the Crimea and the Donbass coal-mining region returned 

a yes vote. While Gorbachev responded by saying, unconvincingly, that 

the independence vote did not mean Ukraine would break with the 

Union, Yeltsin quickly recognized Ukrainian independence. Western 

powers indicated that they would give recognition as soon as assur¬ 

ances over meeting the former Soviet Union’s agreements and treaty 
obligations had been received. 

Independent Ukraine 

On Kravchuk’s return from Brest, the Ukrainian parliament ratified the 

Commonwealth of Independent States agreement with the Russian 

Federation and Belarus, but voted to amend a section which guaran¬ 

teed the territorial integrity and inviolability of state borders only 

within the framework of the CIS. It wanted an unqualified guarantee. 

It also wanted member states to create their own armies by ‘reforming 

units of the armed forces of the Soviet Union stationed on their 

territories’. The issue of a separate currency became crucial. It was seen 

as more than a symbolic break from the perceived colonial-type rela¬ 

tionship of the past where every significant decision was taken in 
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Moscow. It was to be the best way to defend the Ukrainian economy. 

In the interim, a coupon system was developed for basic goods. As well 

as the money price, purchasers had to hand over an equivalent number 

of coupons. People from other republics had no access to these cou¬ 

pons and a separate market in coupons was created. There was a strong 

feeling that the country should reorientate itself towards the West, 

including eventual membership of NATO and the European Commu¬ 

nity. Ukrainians realized that they did not have the skills, the technol¬ 

ogy and the finance to survive in the immediate future without western 

help. At independence, only 2.5 per cent of Ukrainian trade was with 
market economies. 

Some of the Soviet Union’s nuclear arsenal was situated in 

Ukraine. But in its declaration of sovereignty the Supreme Soviet 

declared that Ukraine would ‘abide by the three non-nuclear princi¬ 

ples: not to participate, not to produce and not to obtain nuclear 

weapons’. Both opposition and Communists agreed that nuclear 

weapons would be handed back to Moscow. This view was soon to 

be modified. It was realized that eliminating nuclear weapons on 

their territory would enhance the nuclear strength of the Russian 

Federation of which both sides remained very suspicious. They wanted 

the Soviet command and control system to be replaced by an inter¬ 

republican collective nuclear security body. Meanwhile nuclear weap¬ 

ons would remain on Ukrainian soil for an unspecified time and 

Ukraine wanted joint control over their use. In October a further 

significant defence decision was taken to set up the republic’s own 

armed forces. The Ukrainian Defence Minister, General Konstantin 

Morozov, claimed jurisdiction over ‘all military units’ on Ukrainian 

territory, thus raising questions about the command and loyalty of the 

Soviet army. The control of the nuclear-armed Black Sea Fleet was 

another crucial issue. The Russians moved quickly to transfer their 

most modem aircraft carrier, the Kuznetsov, from the Black Sea to 

Murmansk in the Arctic. It was clear that this dispute was going to be 
difficult to resolve. 

In addition to the Russians, Ukraine has a significant number of 

other ethnic minorities on its territory. More than a quarter of the 

population is not Ukrainian. There are half a million Jews, as well as 

Hungarians, Belamsians, Poles, Greeks, Germans, Tatars, and so on. 

The government tried to carry the minorities with them. In November 

an All-Ukrainian Inter-Ethnic Congress met in Odessa and voted 

overwhelmingly to support independence. Nevertheless there were 

problems. For example, Romania raised the issue of territories in 

Ukraine lost to the Soviet Union under the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939. 

There were also long-standing disagreements with Poland and Hun¬ 

gary over the treatment of their minorities, while the mainly Russian 

Crimea seemed likely to try to secede. 
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Moldova (Moldavia) 

Introduction 

The majority of the people of Moldova (formerly Moldavia) are Ro¬ 

manians and speak Romanian, but the tsars tried to dilute their 

domination by encouraging other ethnic groups to settle there. As a 

result the Romanians are a much smaller proportion of the urban 

population than they are in the countryside. After alternating between 

Turkish and Russian rule, the region known as Bessarabia became 

Russian in 1878. National feelings came to the surface again on the 

outbreak of the Revolution in 1917. In December of that year a 

National Council was set up on the model of a similar council in 

Ukraine, and Bessarabia was proclaimed an autonomous constituent 

member of the Federation of Russian Republics. The situation was 

complicated by the breakup and disorder on the military front. The 

National Council had to send to the Romanian army for help. Ro¬ 

manian troops occupied Bessarabia in January 1918 but it was asserted 

that the move had no political significance. The council, again fol¬ 

lowing Ukraine which had broken its link with Moscow, then pro¬ 

claimed Bessarabia an independent Moldavian republic. This could 

not last, as the republic had no means of financial support. In March 

the council voted for the incorporation of Bessarabia into Romania 

with rights of provincial autonomy. The defeat of the Germans and the 

union of all Romanians in one state led to full incorporation into 

Romania, recognized by the Treaty of Paris in 1920. 

The Soviet Union never accepted this arrangement and the Sec¬ 

ond World War revived the question. Romania joined the war on the 

side of Nazi Germany in May 1940 and, in June, the Soviet Union 

presented it with an ultimatum demanding the cession of Bessarabia 

and northern Bukovina. Two days later the province was occupied by 

the Red Army. The German attack on the Soviet Union gave the 

Romanians another chance, and they had reoccupied the province by 

the end of 1941. With the defeat of Germany the position changed 

once more. By the armistice of September 1944 the Romanians agreed 

to cede Bessarabia to the Soviet Union. The northern Ukrainian tip 

and the southern Danubian districts were incorporated into Ukraine 

while the centre was joined to the Moldavian Autonomous Soviet 

Socialist Republic to create the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic. 

In June 1989 tens of thousands of people demonstrated in the 

capital, Kishinev, to ‘mourn’ the establishment of their republic on 

28 June 1940. They demanded the recognition of Romanian as the 

official language and a return to the use of Latin script rather than 

the Cyrillic imposed in 1948. Similar demonstrations had taken 
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place earlier in the year with speakers demanding the resignation of 

senior government and Communist Party officials and calling for the 

creation of a new republic to include southern Bessarabia (strategically 

near Odessa) and northern Bukovina, which they believed had been 

unjustly and illegally incorporated into Ukraine. The use of the Cyrillic 

alphabet now became the symbol and focus of discontent among a 

large number of Moldavia’s 4 million people. The Movement for the 

Defence and Support of Perestroika was formed to support both 

perestroika and also the cultural identity of Moldavia. The republic’s 

Communist Party took a hostile attitude towards the movement, ban¬ 

ning a demonstration to commemorate the mass deportation of 

Moldavian peasants by Stalin. Violent attacks were made on organizers 

when the demonstration was finally held. The Party refused to publish 

the movement’s relatively moderate programme in the Party-controlled 

press. The result was to turn a basically cultural movement into a 

nationalistic one. 

At the same time the movement diversified. A hitherto unobtru¬ 

sive cultural and music club named after the Moldavian writer, Alexei 

Mateyvich, became an organizational focus of nationalism. It was now 

accused of fomenting inter-ethnic tensions by demanding the depar¬ 

ture of non-Moldavian ‘undesirables’. Next came the Green move¬ 

ment, drawing attention to the degradation of the urban and rural 

environment, for which they blamed Moscow. A League of Students 

was also established and a student demonstration protesting at the 

Party’s hostile response to their pro-perestroika programme was sav¬ 

agely broken up. This led to the turning of a student Komsomol 

meeting at Kishinev University into a large demonstration of several 

thousand people demanding a correction to official accounts of earlier 

events, restoration of the Latin alphabet, and the return to the uni¬ 

versity of buildings taken for government use. Some concessions came, 

the Party accepting that, as an experiment, a newspaper and a maga¬ 

zine should be printed in Latin characters. The local Party also called 

for the republic’s Supreme Soviet to prepare a new law on the status of 

the Moldavian language. Izvestia, the official Soviet government 

newspaper, commented that the issue was a ‘minefield’: 

The Party and government leadership avoid public discussion of the 
language question, while the representatives of the intelligentsia and the 
students have no access into the rooms where decisions are taken. 
(Steele, 1989a) 

In the autumn of 1989, after a huge rally of three-quarters of a million 

people coming from all over Moldavia and the Moldavian areas of the 

Ukraine, Moldavian was proclaimed the official language - causing a 

hostile reaction from the Russian immigrants. 
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By the end of 1989, after the fall of Nicolae Ceausescu, the 

Communist leader in Romania, the atmosphere had changed, and 

people were talking of independence, or union with Romania. The link 

with Romania was crucial but, as in the Baltic republics, the 

Moldavians also rejected the Nazi-Soviet Pact whose secret protocols 

had enabled the Soviet Union to absorb Moldavia. They also saw a 

close analogy with the two Germanys, but moderates felt that inde¬ 

pendence or unity with Romania were for the distant future. More 

immediate problems had to be faced such as social and economic 

difficulties, and ethnic questions. As well as the areas now in Ukraine, 

there was the eastern part of Moldavia around Tiraspol, where Rus¬ 

sians were in a majority. The Gagauz (Christian Turks) were also 

asserting themselves. Economic and trade relations with Moscow were 

too close to break quickly, and Moscow flatly rejected any suggestion 

of reunion with Romania. Like those in other republics, Moldavia’s 

moderate radicals envisaged some form of confederation of sovereign 

states based on a new all-Union treaty and a new constitution. 

The Communist Party emphasized its ability to concentrate re¬ 

sources on reviving the economy, but was hampered by its past record. 

After violent clashes between nationalist demonstrators and the secu¬ 

rity forces in November 1989 a new Party Secretary, Pyotr Luchinsky, 

was appointed. A native-born Moldavian, Luchinsky was a conciliator 

and made a good first impression. But a nationalist group, the Stefan 

the Great Movement, the leading opposition umbrella opposition or¬ 

ganization co-ordinating the campaign for the forthcoming election, 

was able to make an emotional appeal with the slogans of ‘Liberty’ and 

‘Unity’ which the Communist Party could not match. In addition, 

there was the Popular Front, which was not calling for immediate 

independence or unity with Romania, but did demand autonomy, a 

new constitution, monetary reform, demilitarized status, a multi-party 

system, and a renewal of national culture and identity. The republic, 

its members believed, should have full control over its natural and 

human resources. The Communist Party would lose its monopoly and 
privileges. 

The Russian Revolt 

The question of the ethnic minorities was serious. The Russian politi¬ 

cal organization. Unity, was for loyalty to the Soviet Union. The 

Russians made up 13 per cent of the population but had a dispro¬ 

portionate share of economic power. A narrow strip of land on the 

Dniestr river had been attached to Moldavia to help dilute the Ro¬ 

manian population. It had a 26 per cent Russian population and 

Romanians there were very assimilated. Supported by other minorities. 
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especially the Ukrainians, they staged pro-Soviet political strikes in the 

autumn of 1989 and brought trains and some factories to a halt for 

several weeks. In January 1990 a referendum in Tiraspol, the second 

city and 87 per cent non-Moldavian, voted overwhelmingly in favour of 

the status of an autonomous republic within the Soviet Union. 

Vladimir Rylyakov, chairman of the Tiraspol Council of the Union of 

Workers’ Collectives, said the vote was a weapon in case the national¬ 

ists tried to secede from the Soviet Union. He saw Tiraspol joining with 

the towns of Bendery, Dubossary, Rybnitsa, and Grigoriopol, with 

their surrounding districts, to form an autonomous republic-‘a very 

strong economic force’ - with a population of 750,000 and a major part 

of Moldavia’s industry. Tiraspol’s referendum was declared unconsti¬ 

tutional by the Moldavian government, and Rylyakov said that his 

organization had had its official registration withdrawn. But it con¬ 

tinued to hold rallies and demonstrations. 

In November a number of people were killed and wounded in 

clashes between ethnic Russians and the police near the town of 

Dubossary. The Russians now declared independence and planned 

their own elections. Gorbachev sent a special envoy. Marshal 

Akhromeyev, to negotiate with the Russians. His first proposal was that 

the Russians should call off their elections in return for the Moldavian 

Supreme Soviet solemnly declaring that it would sign the new Union 

Treaty and not seek incorporation into Romania. This did not meet 

with much success. The spokesman for Unity, Vladimir Solonar, saw 

the Russians’ action as a negotiating tactic to try to have Moldavia 

divided into a federation, with three separate areas, one for the Gagauz, 

one for the Moldavians, and one for the Russians. He strongly denied 

that the campaign was backed by the Communist Party in an effort to 

regain its influence. But it was clear that the Dniestr Russians had close 

contacts with Sojoiz, the group of conservative deputies in the all- 

Union CPD in Moscow. The Russian area, he argued, was never part 

of pre-war and Romanian-ruled Bessarabia. It was only Romanian 

during the wartime occupation. In the same month the Russians 

completed their unofficial elections and faced confrontation with both 

the Moldavian and Soviet governments. Soviet soldiers were in the 

region. 

The Gagauz Revolt 

Another prominent minority, the Gagauz, 14 per cent of the popula¬ 

tion, feared that independence would mean domination by Moldavians 

without the protection of Moscow. They were therefore trying to gain 

independence for their area. In August 1990 they declared their own 

republic and followed it by holding elections in October. As election 
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day approached, armed Moldavian volunteers from Kishinev moved on 

the town of Koran to block the elections. The Moldavian Supreme 

Soviet proclaimed a state of emergency in the Gagauz districts, and 

Soviet interior troops were sent to the area to restore order. Violence 

flared at the end of November, when Moldavian nationalists attacked 

checkpoints on the Romanian border, demanding the withdrawal of 

Interior Ministry troops guarding the Gagauz minority. Moldavian and 

Gagauz representatives had agreed on a withdrawal of all ‘volunteers’ 

and the establishment of a conciliation commission. But tension arose 

when the unofficial Gagauz soviet elected a president. The Moldavians 

claimed that the Gagauz were being manipulated by Moscow to under¬ 

mine their own nationalist aspirations. They argued that the Gagauz 

were Russified, supporting Russian interests, and with most speaking 

Russian rather than Turkish. On 30 December the Moldavian Su¬ 

preme Soviet voted to comply with an order from Gorbachev that the 

Gagauz and the Russians must rescind their declarations of inde¬ 

pendence, and a law which made Moldavian (Romanian) the official 

language rather than Russian must be reviewed. The two minorities 

agreed to obey if the Moldavians did so as well. 

Reaction to the Soviet Crisis 

While the Soviet Union made limited cultural and political conces¬ 

sions, the new government in Romania, aware of Romania’s depend¬ 

ence on Soviet trade, also tried to dampen the Moldavians’ aspirations. 

But both governments were overtaken by events. In February 1990 the 

Moldavian Popular Front won the elections to the republic’s Supreme 

Soviet. Although cautious, it had steadily increased its demands for 

closer relations with Romania. Early in May the Soviet authorities 

agreed to open the frontier for one day. Organized by Moldavian 

culmral associations (ostensibly non-political) hundreds of thousands 

crossed the frontier into Moldavia in a demonstration of unity. In June, 

a similar event enabled thousands of Moldavians to enter Romania. 

The Moldavian Communist Party was steadily losing influence 

and credibility in the Romanian population. Its organization began to 

disintegrate and it split into three factions. The radicals, mainly intel¬ 

ligentsia, tried to get the Party to support perestroika and nationalist 

aspirations. They wanted to break with the CPSU. But they met with 

little success and tended to resign to join Democratic Platform. The 

centre tried to follow the Gorbachev reform policies, but was hampered 

by lack of support among the Party bureaucracy. The conservatives 

were well organized with support among Party officials and were 

based in Russified cities and the all-Union industries. Their strongest 

organization was the Joint Council of Workers’ Collectives (OSTK) 
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established in the factories to the east of the Dniestr river and the main 

force in the self-proclaimed ‘Dniestr Soviet Socialist Republic’. The 

Gagauz areas also gave support to them. The conservatives had support 

in Moscow and among the military, upheld traditional authoritarian 

Soviet rule, were confrontational in their attitude to the Moldavian 

government, and at loggerheads with the official republic Party’s 

leadership. Their policy was to split Moldavia into three republics. The 

official leadership of the Party seemed unable to stem the loss of 

membership or to find a consensus to unite the factions. 

In June 1990 Moldavia followed other Soviet republics in passing 

a declaration of sovereignty, saying that Soviet laws would only take 

effect when its Supreme Soviet ratified them. The Supreme Soviet 

adopted the Romanian name of the republic, Moldova, and declared 

all residents to be Moldovan citizens. One of the manifestations of the 

weakening legitimacy of the Soviet government was an increasing 

avoidance of the military draft. The Moldovan government was ap¬ 

prehensive that the Soviet army might intervene for this reason. A tense 

period followed with Moldova anxiously assuring Moscow that it could 

handle the situation itself. The government finally gave in to Moscow 

and revoked its law under which the Moldovans were not obliged to 

obey the draft and could not be punished for refusing to serve. Events 

in the Baltic republics continued to have an impact. A ‘National 

Salvation Committee’ appeared in Tiraspol. Various threatening noises 

were made about troop movements and the commander of the garrison 

in Odessa, General Morozov, said the secession of Moldova would not 

be permitted since too much blood had been spilt in obtaining the 

territory in 1940. A government crisis followed, with the President, 

Mircea Snegur, trying to resign, saying that he was being put under 

Communist pressure. 

The Response to the Attempted Coup 

The Moldovan government immediately condemned the coup and 

banned Soviet newspapers supporting it. Anti-coup demonstrations 

took place in the capital and called for the banning of the Communist 

Party. The Communist Party leader, Grigorii Yeremei, resigned from 

the CPSU Politburo and the Central Committee. Within a few days the 

government had banned Communist Party organizations from all 

government departments and arrested leaders of the Russian and 

Gagauz communities who were said to have supported the coup. The 

Russians responded by threatening to cut off power and gas to the rest 

of the republic. A week later Moldova joined other republics in de¬ 

claring its independence, a decision of Romanian deputies, since 

Russian and Gagauz deputies boycotted the vote. President Snegur 
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also consolidated his position by being popularly elected (albeit unop¬ 

posed) in December. Although Snegur still talked of eventual reunion 

with Romania he made clear that this was a long-term prospect. The 

Moldovan economy was so integrated with other Soviet republics that 

any other attitude was unrealistic. It was also a reflection of the rela¬ 

tively unstable situation in Romania itself. 

In spite or because of the independence declaration, the disputes 

with the Russians and Gagauz continued to simmer. Both minority 

groups held referendums at the beginning of December 1991 (declared 

illegal by the Moldovan government) and both voted for independence 

by large majorities. The ‘Dniestr Republic’ also held a presidential 

election at about the same time and elected Igor Smirnov. The area had 

already created its own police force and republican guard as well as 

appointing a defence minister and taken the army under its control. It 

was refusing to pay taxes to the Moldovan government. The difficulty 

for the rebels was that they were not recognized by either Yeltsin or 

Gorbachev. The Dniestr area has no border with Russia. On the 

collapse of the Soviet Union Moldova joined the Commonwealth of 

Independent States. But its economic situation remained serious and 

inextricably tied to other former Soviet republics. The disruptive ethnic 

disputes remained unresolved and explosive. The future was therefore 
uncertain and hazardous. 

Notes 

1 For an account of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army see the article by Laba 

Fajfer in Problems of Communism 27 (5), September - October 1988, pp. 
77-84. 

2 In 1986 there was a major nuclear disaster at the Chernobyl power station 

causing widespread and long-lasting contamination in Ukraine and 
Belorussia. 
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The Baltic Republics Regain 

Independence 

Introduction 

The pre-twentieth century histories of the Baltic states are varied. As 
feudal possessions of the Teutonic Knights the Latvians and Estonians 
were Protestant subjects of German landowners. The Lithuanians are 
Catholics and, in the medieval period, were joint rulers of a Polish- 
Lithuanian empire extending from the Baltic to the Black Sea. All three 
came under Russian control when Peter the Great defeated the Swedes 
and established Russian power in the Baltic, together with the creation 
of a new port and capital, St Petersburg. The defeat and collapse of the 
tsarist regime in the First World War and the Revolution gave the 
Baltic states an opportunity to assert their independence, but Poland 
took advantage of the civil war to seize southern Lithuania (including 
Vilnius). Economic depression in the 1930s destroyed the republics’ 
mainly agrarian exports and led to large-scale emigration to the United 
States. Quasi-fascist regimes were established in all three republics. 
These could not agree on their international role. Latvia and Estonia 
wanted to develop co-operation and to include Poland. But Lithuania, 
with a history of government by Polish princes, was preoccupied by 
what it perceived as the Polish threat, and preferred to look towards 
Moscow or Berlin. Poland did try to persuade both Baltic and 
Scandinavian states to form a defensive military alliance, but with no 
success. 

The Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939 forced the Baltic states to accept 
the deployment of Soviet troops for mutual protection and in 1940 they 
were absorbed into the Soviet Union. After the Nazi invasion of 1941 
there were anti-Soviet revolts and numbers of Baltic troops fought for 
the Nazis, but the Nazis ignored their new declarations of independ¬ 
ence. After the re-establishment of Soviet rule, a ten-year guerrilla war 
was fought, with support from United States and British intelligence. 
Large numbers of Baltic inhabitants were deported to the Russian 
Federation, while many Estonians and Latvians fled to Sweden, where 
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they continued to campaign for independence. However, Sweden rec¬ 

ognized the annexation and handed over some refugees to the Soviet 

Union after the war, but other western powers never formally recog¬ 

nized its legality. Although Soviet rule was acknowledged de facto it was 

denied de jure. The three republics were much affected by rapid in¬ 

dustrialization, including urbanization, the proportionate increase in 

industrial workers and decline of rural workers, the expansion of 

education and the rise in the standard of living. The Communist Party 

in the republics had a low native ethnic membership but a higher level 

in the leadership cadres. 

Immigration 

Immigration, especially of Russians, was a serious cause for concern 

and the presence of these sizable Russian populations remained a 

difficulty even after independence came, following the coup. Such 

immigration has not significantly altered the ethnic composition in 

Lithuania, but has done so in Latvia and Estonia, where there has been 

a substantial decline in the ethnic native proportion of their 

populations. These anxieties were confirmed when the results of the 

1989 population census were published. It revealed that Latvians, for 

example, only just made up a majority in their own republic. Whether 

the influx of Russians actually threatened the indigenous culture had 

not yet been objectively studied, but the belief that it did caused much 

dissatisfaction. 

Was immigration covert Russification, as was alleged by national¬ 

ists? Lithuania had the least immigration but the greatest resistance to 

Soviet rule, especially in the period 1944-50 and in the early 1970s. 

Immigration was probably closely related to economic development, 

which was further advanced in Estonia and Latvia. Their other at¬ 

tractive qualities (such as a higher standard of living relative to other 

Soviet republics) also encouraged immigration. There were mitigating 

factors. Immigrants were geographically concentrated in the industrial 

centres, but diffusion was increasing and may have been accelerated by 

the agro-towns policy (the policy of integrating rural villages into urban 

agricultural communities). The urban middle class had great signifi¬ 

cance. It was more culturally conscious than in, say, Belorussia, 

Moldavia and the Central Asian republics. A large proportion of native 

dissent had been among students and the intelligentsia, and was linked 

to the big rise in the number of students in the 1960s. 

Economic Factors 

The Baltic states have used western standards as their criteria of 

comparison when considering their prosperity and standard of living. 
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which sustained their discontent. Their position in the 1980s owed 

much to a high level of investment (a Moscow decision) and immigra¬ 

tion. Until the advent of Gorbachev, their future also seemed to de¬ 

pend on these factors. They had shown hostility to Khrushchev’s 

economic regionalization plans and to Brezhnev’s emphasis on the 

‘drawing together’ of peoples. It should be noted, however, that not all 

deviations from central policy were nationalistic. They could be local 

decisions made in order to enhance the role of the local bureaucracy in 

decision-making. Among the many complaints that the Baltic states 

had against the Moscow authorities was the lack of republic-level 

control over major industries, the size of whose workforce (largely 

Russian) was unknown to them. This made it virtually impossible for 

them to organize their own economies properly. Most such industries 

paid no taxes locally and ignored anti-pollution laws. 

Language, Religion and Culture 

Language had always been a source of potential tension. Russians did 

not learn the native language and over the years there had been a 

decline in the number of native language titles published, although 

those that were had increased circulations. There had been a rise in 

mixed marriages in urban areas but apparently little language erosion. 

In spite of Russian immigration the local cultures remained vigorous 

but, until independence, they were hampered by the pressure on 

people to learn Russian while the Russians did not come under similar 

pressure to learn the indigenous languages. There was also no provi¬ 

sion for native language instruction outside the republics. In Lithuania 

the Catholic Church is closely identified with ethnic, political and 

cultural institutions. In Latvia and Estonia the population was origi¬ 

nally forcibly converted and the majority Church - Lutheran - was a 

German institution until the twentieth century. Therefore it is not so 

close to the indigenous nationality in these republics. Nineteenth- 

century Russification in Lithuania was resisted by religious leaders and 

organizations. In Latvia and Estonia it impinged more on the Baltic 

German organizations and paradoxically assisted the emergence of a 

stronger national identity by weakening the hold of the Baltic Germans. 

The Effect of Glasnost and Perestroika 

A major effect of glasnost was to precipitate a crisis in the Baltic Com- 

mimist Parties, which led to their loss of political control. Each party 

was divided into those who were either in favour of, or opposed to, 

perestroika (or, at least, its pace). In addition, tensions emerged be¬ 

tween the native and immigrant populations and an open debate devel¬ 

oped on secession. In 1989 there was real fear of a collapse of authority. 



214 Fifteen New Republics 

the imposition of martial law and even direct rule from Moscow. 

Unlike the Caucasus and Central Asia, where there was ethnic unrest 

and violence, the Baltic republics adopted a calmer, more gradual 

approach to political reform. They moved step by step, making it very 

hard for Moscow to stop them. All three republics had Popular Fronts, 

set up in 1988, originally in support oiperestroika but soon to develop 

into political parties. Roughly a third of their memberships were 

Communists and all three also had radical wings which were the first to 

demand full independence, a cause which came to be embraced by 

virtually all the people of the indigenous nationalities and also eventu¬ 

ally by many immigrants. They played down socialism in their pro¬ 

grammes and advocated a western-style market economy and a 

multi-party system. 
There were also outright pro-independence parties in each re¬ 

public, as well as organizations which claimed to be non-ethnic but in 

effect represented the immigrant communities, led by the Russians 

(Interfront in Latvia, Intermovement in Estonia and Unity in Lithua¬ 

nia). These were particularly worried about efforts to make each re¬ 

public’s native language the official one, and to restrict immigration. 

Russians were becoming increasingly unhappy and in November 1990 

took part in a meeting of ‘Soviet internationalists’ (that is, believers in 

preserving the Soviet Union) from all over the Soviet Union who 

vowed to fight ‘fascist’ nationalists in the republics. They demanded 

guaranteed rights as minorities and the continued incorporation of the 

Baltic republics into the Soviet Union. 

Economic Aspirations under Perestroika 

On 1 January 1990 the Baltic republics formally went over to a system 

of economic autonomy. They were all planning to issue their own 

currencies during 1990, and eventually to make them convertible (far 

too optimistic a timetable). They wanted to change over to western- 

style market economies, introduce their own tax system and some form 

of land ownership and private property, encourage private enterprise 

and win control over, or remove altogether, industries directed from 

Moscow, especially defence industries. But establishing a market 

economy in a small republic closely tied to a major power with severe 

problems of its own would have been a highly complex task even if 

Moscow did not obstruct it. It would involve a dismantling of the 

system of tight, centralized control, of deciding who was to control, for 

example, the factories then run directly from Moscow, how prices were 

to be set, and what sort of tax system should be introduced. Complete 

political independence was even more complicated. Each republic 

required substantial help from the West, particularly to support new 
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currencies, as well as western investment and development aid. In such 

a situation it was essential that independence be achieved as peacefully 

and amicably as possible. 

All the Baltic republics produced light industrial goods, of high 

quality by Soviet standards and not available elsewhere in the Soviet 

Union. Latvia was the centre of the Soviet computer industry. The 

republics did have a prosperous agricultural sector (again, by Soviet 

standards). But these were not competitive in the West unless the 

whole level of the economy could be raised. Thus they were very 

dependent on the former Soviet market. They all had to consider what 

they contributed to the Soviet Union and how they would manage as 

independent states. In Estonia a reminder of their vulnerability came in 

August 1989 when the leaders of Russian workers in heavy industry 

(controlled directly by Moscow), and of local railwaymen, called a 

political strike over a law limiting the voting rights of recent immi¬ 

grants. There was serious disruption of vital supplies, especially petrol. 

Moscow threatened tough new sanctions unless the Baltic states 

abandoned attempts to set up their own economic institutions. The 

fear that Moscow would interfere with their relative economic freedom 

was borne out in the autumn of 1990. The Soviet Prime Minister, 

Ryzhkov, told the Baltic leaders that their economic independence had, 

in effect, been suspended as a result of their actions. In addition, at 

about the same time, it became clear that the talks between Lithuania 

and the Soviet government had all but broken down. 

Independence 

The Supreme Soviets of all three Baltic republics unilaterally declared 

themselves independent (Lithuania, in March 1990, was first and went 

furthest) and rejected the central government’s law on secession on the 

grounds that they were never legally part of the Soviet Union. All 

claimed that they were occupied states. They also rejected the idea of 

a referendum (especially imder the restrictive conditions imposed by 

Moscow). Estonia and Latvia tried to distinguish their moves from 

those of Lithuania, which had been subjected to an economic blockade 

after its declaration, by talking of a transitional period before they 

became effective. They called on Moscow to start talks on a transfer of 

power and to set up arrangements for the phased withdrawal of the 

Soviet army from their territories. Difficulties occurred over military 

service, with the Estonians, for example, passing a law permitting 

Estonians to do civilian work service in the republic, rather than in the 

Soviet army. As a result, Gorbachev issued decrees saying that the 

Latvian and Estonian declarations had no juridical force, but he did not 

mention economic sanctions or other punitive measures. Although 
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insisting that they obeyed the law, he did appear to offer some form of 

confederal status within the Soviet Union. At the same time, Estonia 

and Latvia supported Lithuania, and the three presidents met to ensure 

a united front. Gorbachev’s response was equally complex. In some 

ways he treated all three republics the same, and in others he was 

gentler with Estonia and Latvia than with Lithuania. 

The three republics revived the Baltic Council, originally created 

under the Treaty of Concord and Co-operation of 1934, which would 

enable them to meet regularly to co-ordinate their foreign policies, 

although the council’s recommendations would not be binding on 

them. It consisted mainly of representatives of the three Popular 

Fronts. In March 1990 the council issued a declaration in support 

of the republics’ independence and in May the three republics held 

joint talks. They signed four documents committing them to joint 

action. These included a request to become members of the United 

Nations and the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe. 

However, the three republics did not have a very good record of co¬ 

operation with each other. One of the difficulties was always disagree¬ 

ment over which language to use, although they were all reluctant to 

use Russian. Two of the presidents were Communist Party leaders, 

regarded by the Lithuanians and by radicals in their own republics as 

too accommodating to Moscow. Economic co-operation between the 

republics was hampered by their dependence on the Soviet Union and 

the similarities of their economies; they all lack raw materials. Soviet 

control meant that the Soviet economic sanctions on Lithuania could 

not be alleviated by the other two republics. 

Gorbachev insisted that all three republics must revoke their inde¬ 

pendence declarations before he would hold talks with them. In June 

he became somewhat more conciliatory, agreeing to meet the Lithua¬ 

nian leaders even if they merely suspended, rather than-revoked, their 

declarations. All three Baltic presidents attended Council of the Fed¬ 

eration meetings, encouraged by Yeltsin’s presence as President of the 

Russian Federation. He supported their independence aspirations and 

strongly campaigned for a revised union treaty to govern relations 

between the republics. However, when talks on revision began, the 

Baltic republics refused to participate on the grounds that they were 

not part of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev accused them of violating the 

Soviet constitution and also the Helsinki Accords which ‘reject arbi¬ 

trariness’ in resolving European frontier problems. In August the Rus¬ 

sian Federation agreed a draft treaty with Latvia in which each 

recognized the other as ‘independent legal entities’; this was the closest 

Yeltsin, as Russian President, came to formally backing Baltic inde¬ 
pendence before the abortive coup. 

By the autumn the three republics had lost the unity which they 

had hitherto displayed, and had begun bickering among themselves. 



The Baltic Republics Regain Independence 217 

while Lithuania and Estonia were going through internal government 

crises. The three republics were taking an ambivalent line. They said 

they had formed a united front but each took a different path towards 

independence, although they were planning to strengthen their eco¬ 

nomic and political co-operation in mutual self-defence against pres¬ 

sure from Moscow. Negotiations of various sorts were in progress 

with the three republics separately, although it was not clear what 

status these talks had (certainly from the point of view of Moscow 

it was different from that of the republics). Those with Lithuania 

had most significance but they broke down quite quickly. Mean¬ 

while, attempts by the Baltic states to attend the CSCE in November 

as observers failed in spite of intense lobbying by Denmark and five 

other countries. Most countries did not want to embarrass Gorba¬ 

chev or weaken his position. It was made clear in December, when the 

all-Union Supreme Soviet gave outline support to the draft Union 

Treaty, that the three republics would not be allowed to negotiate 

special status until they had agreed in principle to sign the treaty, 

although they could make declarations or reservations at the time of 

signing. If they did not sign they would be bound by the more restric¬ 

tive 1922 treaty. 

Soviet Pressure on the Baltic Republics 

The biggest problem for the Baltic states was the presence of the Soviet 

military, who tended to be regarded as an occupying force. The con¬ 

stant denunciation of the Soviet army by the Baltic governments cre¬ 

ated considerable tension. For the republics the greatest cause for 

concern was the military’s political activities. Latvia attempted to stop 

the supply of goods and services to the army until negotiations were 

initiated on their status. There was a furious response from Gorbachev 

and the Defence Minister, Marshal Yazov. All three republics wanted 

to negotiate on the number of troops stationed in their territories, but 

the central authorities regarded the troops as entitled to be there 

because they were regarded as being in their own country - that is, the 

Soviet Union. In the autumn of 1990 the Latvians were prevented by 

a joint force of naval personnel and OMON (or ‘Black Berets’, these 

being a specially trained force of Interior Ministry troops)' from ex¬ 

ecuting a court order entitling them to take over a building belonging 

to the pro-Moscow Communist Party. There was a great outburst of 

hostility and frustration against the military and fears were expressed 

that they would combine with Russian factory workers to pressurize the 

government into signing the new Union Treaty. This was a greater fear 

in Latvia than in the other two republics because only 52 per cent of the 

Latvia population was of the indigenous nationality. Nevertheless, 
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similar fears were expressed in Lithuania and Estonia, fears ultimately 

borne out by the military action of January 1991. 

Military Intervention 

The events of January 1991, with the associated violence, were pre¬ 

ceded by growing tension and the feeling that ‘something was about to 

happen’. Among the many crises of the Soviet Union at this time, that 

of the Baltic republics seemed to suggest to conservatives in Moscow 

that the only way to save the Union and stop the move towards 

independence was to impose authoritarian rule. However, this would 

have all the usual vicious connotations and probably not succeed. 

Nevertheless, the decision to send paratroopers to Lithuania to find 

military draft-dodgers and deserters did, in retrospect, seem to have 

been part of a plan to create a situation where the elected government 

could be suspended and superseded by a pro-Moscow substitute 

waiting in the wings. Demonstrations and strikes by some of the 

Russian and Polish populations were organized by the pro-Moscow 

Communist Party. The commander of the Baltic military district 

supported these moves ‘in the name of many thousands of servicemen’. 

Gorbachev said that he had been inundated with requests to intervene 

to restore the Soviet constitution and political and social rights, to¬ 

gether with presidential rule. He accused the Lithuanian authorities of 

trying to restore ‘the bourgeois system’, a phrase uncomfortably asso¬ 

ciated with the pre-Gorbachev era. 

Yeltsin threw in his lot with the Baltic states by flying to Estonia 

and issuing a joint appeal to the United Nations Secretary-General for 

an emergency conference on the crisis. Yeltsin also appealed to Russian 

soldiers in the Baltic not to follow orders to use force against civilians, 

a more angrily denounced by Gorbachev as ‘a gross violation of the 

Soviet constitution’. The suspension of military operations in the two 

republics after a short time may have been partly due to international 

reaction after people were killed in Lithuania but also, and more 

directly, to differences between politicians and military in Moscow. For 

radicals, in Yeltsin’s words, ‘economic reform has been blocked, de¬ 

mocracy betrayed, glasnost trampled upon’. Belatedly Gorbachev 

condemned those who sought power other than through constitutional 

channels, an implicit reference to the ‘Committees for National Salva¬ 

tion’ which mysteriously sprang up and tried to take power in Lithua¬ 

nia and Latvia. He also called on the army to be disciplined and not to 

listen to appeals to join the political struggle. Shortly afterwards he set 

up panels to resume discussions with each of the three republics. 

Intermittent incidents continued, especially attacks on border 

posts set up by the three republics. The republics believed that much 
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of this was designed to provoke a reaction on the part of governments 

and population, in order to provide an excuse for army intervention 

and the imposition of presidential rule. In letters to President Vytautas 

Landsbergis of Lithuania and Anatolii Gorbunov of Latvia, the Soviet 

Deputy Minister of Defence, General Mikhail Moiseyev, said that 

illegal armed forces were being set up in Latvia and Lithuania, using 

local recruits. He threatened that if the governments of the republics 

did not carry out the resolution of the Council of Ministers on the 

question of the call-up for military service ‘the General Staff of the 

armed forces of the USSR reserves the right to adopt whatever meas¬ 

ures necessary to ensure that this resolution is fully implemented’ 
(Fast, 1991). 

The Referendum on the Union and the Attempted Coup 

All three Baltic republics refused to take part in the national referen¬ 

dum on the Union declared by Gorbachev for 17 March 1991, and 

announced that they would hold referendums of their own. The three 

referendums resulted in overwhelming votes for independence, making 

it clear that many non-indigenous inhabitants must have voted in 

favour. The announcement of the coup was accompanied by military 

and naval activity in the Baltic republics, including a naval blockade 

and the occupation of television stations. The head of the Baltic mili¬ 

tary command declared a state of emergency and announced that all 

government decisions would have to be approved by him. Estonia and 

Latvia proclaimed their complete independence (as Lithuania had 

already done) and called on the West to recognize them. The failure of 

the coup was received cautiously and suspiciously at first, but there 

soon came a realization that these events could lead to the rapid 

achievement of full-scale independence. The next step was the banning 

of the local Communist Parties, the taking over of Communist prop¬ 

erty, and the freezing of Communist Party assets. The KGB was 

disbanded. 

In effect, Soviet political and military power collapsed after the 

coup, leaving the republics’ governments in charge, much to their 

surprise. The supporters of the Soviet Union among the Russian min¬ 

orities found themselves without a reliable political base. Most ac¬ 

cepted independence as a fact, but were apprehensive about the future. 

Food prices were rising rapidly and the huge enterprises in which most 

working-class Russians had jobs were unlikely to compete effectively in 

the new economic situation unless converted to other tasks. Russian 

workers, together with disgruntled members of the Soviet army and 

security forces (such as OMON) could still have mounted a last-ditch 

Communist resistance to independence. However, the Russian Fed- 
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eration and the Baltic states were, for the time being, enjoying good 

relations, owing to their common resistance to the attempted coup and 

the federation government’s support for Baltic independence. A week 

later pressure was growing for diplomatic recognition of the inde¬ 

pendence of the three states, led by the Russian Federation and the 

Scandinavian countries. It came very rapidly, together with member¬ 

ship of the United Nations. The Provisional Government of the Union 

of Sovereign States (the post-coup governmental arrangement which 

lasted from August to December 1991) made recognition of Baltic 

independence one of its first acts. The next step was the negotiation of 

the withdrawal of former Soviet forces from the Baltic republics. This 

was likely to be slow and difficult for logistical reasons and the strategic 

importance of the area. Claims by the central government (and, pos¬ 

sibly, after the breakup of the Soviet Union, by the Russian Federation 

government) for compensation for investment and property built in the 

Baltic republics were likely to be met by counter-claims for ecological 

damage caused by Soviet factories and military installations. 

Ethnic Minorities in the Republics 

A continuing problem was that of the ethnic minorities in the now 

independent republics. Lithuania, for example, was talking of asking 

its Polish (8 per cent) and its Russian (9 per cent) minorities to sign 

loyalty pledges if they wished to have citizenship rights, even if they 

had been bom in the republic. Both Russian and Polish minorities 

were suspected of supporting the coup. The problem was worse in 

Latvia and Estonia where much larger Russian communities lived 

mainly segregated lives and did not speak the national language. Partly 

for ethnic reasons and partly because of tight Russian control in smaller 

Russian minority towns, the bulk of the ethnic minority represent¬ 

atives in the Baltics were Communist. The minorities tended to see 

the nationalistic governments of the republics as hostile to them, and 

therefore they did not feel inclined to declare support. Meanwhile 

the Council of Europe deferred membership applications from the 

new republics until they were satisfied on constitutional provisions 

for citizenship for minorities. The West was also in a position by 

means of aid to help resolve the tension among the ethnic minorities, 

which was likely to grow with unemployment and other economic 
difficulties. 

Economic Prospects 

The economic prospects were bad but not as bad as for some other 

former Soviet republics. By Soviet standards they were relatively ad- 
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vanced, but were heavily reliant on supplies from other republics. 

There were inevitably serious transition problems. Trade with Russia 

was of overriding importance. Ports such as Ventspils in Latvia ex¬ 

ported Russian oil and gas. Apart from coal shales in Estonia, the three 

republics were entirely reliant on the Russian Federation and Ukraine 

for energy. They agreed to send observers to meetings on the economic 

agreement being negotiated after the coup and also remained very 

interested in any economic developments and agreements following the 

formation of the Commonwealth of Independent States. They had a 

need to belong to some sort of economic community, because if, for 

example, the Russian Federation insisted on their paying world prices 

for their energy, their economies would be in serious trouble. Western 

aid to the three independent republics was vital, but before the sudden 

acquisition of independence only the Scandinavian countries had 

thought seriously about it. The three republics were looking to the 

Scandinavian countries to help them in common projects such as the 

setting up of a Baltic investment bank. Among other things the bank 

(together with the World Bank and the Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development) would help joint projects for energy, transport and 

communication. It had been assumed by others that Moscow would 

block any moves that were made and the United States was not very 

forthcoming about financial aid. It offered relatively little and expected 

the Baltic republics to rely mainly on the Scandinavian countries and 

Germany, while the United States provided for their security. 

Foreign and Security Policy 

The foreign affairs of the three republics were transformed, not only by 

their own independence, but by the reunification of Germany, a 

democratic government in Poland, the reviewing of their neutral status 

by Sweden and Finland and, above all, by the collapse of the Soviet 

Union. A conference in September 1990 agreed on measures to cut 

pollution in the Baltic, while thirty-two Baltic cities formed a union in 

September 1991 to create new links across and around the Baltic Sea. 

Many other Baltic organizations were springing up. These develop¬ 

ments were (at the end of 1991) in the very earliest stages of discussion. 

The future security of the region was of concern to the West. The 

presence of former Soviet army and naval forces in Kalliningrad (part 

of Russia but only accessible through Lithuania) was a particular 

problem. Arms cuts might have helped to solve these issues but, 

meanwhile, the countries of the Baltic and Eastern Europe were virtu¬ 

ally defenceless, unprotected by NATO and exposed to the unsettled 

situation among the former Soviet republics. 
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Conclusion 

From the Soviet point of view the problem of the Baltic republics was 

complex. Economically, the republics were closely integrated into the 

Soviet Union and continued to be so after independence. Lithuania’s 

borders were not the same as they had been before the Second World 

War and their President, Vytautas Landsbergis, was seen as unneces¬ 

sarily provocative. There were important Soviet national security in¬ 

terests and a substantial amount of economic investment was involved. 

The central government argued that the minorities in the republics had 

already experienced discrimination and human rights violations. But it 

was the Baltic states which exposed the inherent contradiction of 

Gorbachev’s policy of greater liberalization while maintaining the 

empire intact. The memory of independence gave powerful impetus to 

the independence movements and was reinforced by international law 

as well as the disavowal of Stalin’s crimes by Gorbachev’s government. 

Other republics watched and learned from the Baltic states’ tactics. 

Estonia adopted a cautious approach and developed ties with Yeltsin, 

as well as improving its economic position. Latvia managed to get 

support for independence from the bulk of its large Russian popula¬ 

tion, which undermined Soviet allegations of nationalist discrimination 

against minorities. Lithuania took a direct approach, declaring inde¬ 

pendence and surviving an economic blockade. All three began to form 

their own police and security forces. Attempts by the military to in¬ 

timidate or even replace the governments of Lithuania and Latvia were 

largely thwarted by the resistance of the population and international 

opinion. In the end, the Soviet leadership was forced to agree to far- 

reaching concessions. Independence finally came with unexpected 

suddenness after the collapse of the coup. 

Notes 

1 The Special Purpose Militia Detachments (OMON or ‘Black Berets’) were 
formed in Moscow in 1987. They had units in all major cities and were 
directly under the control of the Interior Ministry rather than the local 
police force. Specially trained and disciplined, their main tasks were riot 
control and dealing with serious crimes. At first they were recruited from 
ex-army personnel but, with the deterioration of relations between the 
republics and the centre, they were more and more drawn from young 
nationalistic Russians. 
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The Central Asians: Independence 
Thrust Upon Them 

The five Islamic republics of Central Asia are composed of diverse 

nationalities. The region contains over 50 million people in an area 

amotmting to a quarter of the Soviet Union. The Soviet fi'ontier div¬ 

ided ethnic groups fi'om their fellow nationals in adjoining countries, 

simply marking the limits of tsarist expansion which the Soviet Union 

inherited. Except for the Azeris in Iran, the Soviet component of these 

nationalities was the larger. The Soviet Union (and Russia before it) 

was exposed in this region to influences from the Islamic world. To 

Muslims, the Soviet Union’s defeat in Afghanistan represented just the 

latest chapter in a 700-year clash of cultures. With the exception of 

Tajikistan, whose language is a form of Persian, the languages of 

Central Asia are of Turkish origin. (There was resentment at the 

conversion into the Cyrillic alphabet of their languages because it had 

the effect of further isolating the Central Asians from related nationali¬ 

ties abroad.) It was Turkish reforms of the nineteenth century that 

inspired the Jadid reform movements, and many looked to Turkey as a 

model of what they would like to become. But, paradoxically, this 

Central Asian region was historically dominated by Iran and is Persian 
in culture, as is Afghanistan. 

Pre-revolutionary Islamic Russia 

In the nineteenth century pressure from tsarist Russia caused the 

Central Asian lands to become Russian protectorates. The resulting 

social and economic changes created a reformist Jadid (‘New’) move¬ 

ment which had links with the wider Islamic world. Opposition fi'om 

the conservative clerical and political establishment drove the reform¬ 

ers to co-operate with the Bolsheviks. Marxist ideas had penetrated the 

Islamic regions of Russia before 1917, but had their own special 

features, including an emphasis on the rising of the oppressed, a strong 

preoccupation with nationalism rather than the class struggle, a revolu- 
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tion emanating from the countryside rather than the city led by the 

peasants and the bourgeoisie (not the industrial proletariat), and a 

belief that Marxism and Islam were not incompatible. All this is part of 

the history of the impact of the modem West on the Islamic world and 

the desire to use such impact to precipitate reform. Thus before 1917 

the Jadidists had been part of a great Islamic reform movement. After 

1917 their existence became entirely tied to the Bolsheviks. Really, for 

the Jadidists, the Revolution came too early. The Jadidist priority was 

independence, and they could not reconcile this with the more populist 

demand for social reform of the backward masses, who were Sunni 

Muslims and not predisposed to conflicts with authority. 

Disaffection after the Revolution 

With the success of the Bolshevik Revolution the Islamic reform move¬ 

ment was absorbed into the Revolution and at the same time contained 

by it. The Bolsheviks created a Socialist Republic of Turkestan and two 

ostensibly independent ‘people’s’ republics of Bukhara and Khvarazm. 

But there was disaffection with the ethnocentric policies of the Bolshe¬ 

viks. One of the most notable expressions of opposition was the clan¬ 

destine Erk Party (later called the Turkestan Socialists, ‘Turkestan’ 

referring to the whole Soviet Islamic area), made up of strong Muslim 

nationalists in the 1920s. The Emir of Bukhara tried to lead a revolt 

against the Bolsheviks, and this became the start of the Basmachi 

movement. The Jadidists were divided, on the one hand, into those 

who joined the Basmachi against Soviet rule - wanting a restoration of 

the pre-Soviet order - and on the other, into those who preferred the 

gains of the Revolution and the restructuring of Islamic society within 

the Soviet system. 

The harsh treatment of rebels by the Red Army and the flight of 

the Emir of Bukhara to Afghanistan gave a new impetus to the 

Basmachi movement. It now involved all those opposed to the Soviets, 

but its weakness was the fact that it was not united. Rather, it was a 

multitude of disconnected and sometimes warring rebel bands. For a 

time Enver Pasha tried to unite them but he was defeated and died in 

August 1922. Central Asia now benefited from conciliatory measures 

(including the New Economic Policy). The population was tired of the 

disturbances, and a Soviet promise of a return to order was seen as a 

sufficient incentive to abandon the Basmachi movement. Deprived of 

popular support, the movement gradually weakened, but remained 

strong in Bukhara for several years more (rebel groups were still being 

captured at the end of 1929). As late as 1931 the movement gained 

strength from the resistance to collectivization. 
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Until 1923 the Soviet authorities intervened relatively little in the 

republics. Policy in Central Asia reflected this and was also in line with 

Lenin’s insistence on winning over the Muslims, but not in an imperi¬ 

alist way. Thus for a time the Bolsheviks tolerated increasingly hostile 

states in the region. Then they came to realize that the world revolution 

would not happen, and so turned to reconstituting the empire. There 

was a change in Islamic policy and the local Communist Parties were 

thoroughly purged. The question of integrating the republics was 

raised. At first an economic union was created, with an Economic 

Council for Central Asia. But the reality was that integration into the 

Soviet Union was seen as inevitable. A conference in 1924 voted 

unanimously for this and in 1925 the whole of Turkestan was reorgan¬ 

ized, with the Socialist Republic of Turkestan and the People’s Repub¬ 

lics of Bukhara and Khvarazm disappearing to make way for the Soviet 

Republics of Kazakhstan, Kirgizia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 

Uzbekistan. With the reorganization of Central Asia the Jadid aims of 

a United Turkestan were ended. The creation of the separate Soviet 

republics with their own languages, one of which was non-Turkic 

Tajikistan, ended hopes of a regrouping and unification of all of Cen¬ 

tral Asia. Needless to say, the Soviet authorities also firmly discouraged 

any such ideas. Stalin destroyed what was left of the pre-Revolution 

reform movements. 

Western commentators have sometimes argued that Soviet policy 

in Central Asia was inexorably expansionist, Afghanistan being the 

most recent example. In fact, the record is one of forays outwards to 

control adjacent regions where threats existed, followed by retreat. 

This was true of interventions in Iran in both World Wars, and of the 

occupation of Sinkiang in the 1930s. It was also proved true of the 

intervention in Afghanistan. Within Soviet Central Asia, Soviet policy 

was one of rapprochement rather than of assimilation. Russian was 

promoted as a second language and the federal structure retained in the 

1977 Constitution. Other Soviet policies inadvertently encouraged 

nationalism. For example, people such as the Uzbeks were far more 

integrated under Soviet rule than they had ever been before. Previously 

they were a collection of clans and groups with ninety-two dialects. 

Religion and culture became a uniting force in the face of Soviet 

colonialism. But throughout all this time vestiges of the idea of an all- 

Muslim nationalism persisted, as continuing official attacks on the idea 

indicated. 

Nationalism was seen as compatible with Communism, and there 

was a strong belief among Central Asian nationalists that true Commu¬ 

nism could only be realized in the East. In historical studies the 

question whether historical development was revolutionary or continu¬ 

ous had been discussed, with the latter interpretation being preferred 
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by Islamic scholars, and ethnic values being given preference over class 

values. Even before the outburst of nationalism in the Gorbachev 

period there had been a stronger assertion of their own brand of 

Communism as their bargaining position improved with population 

increase, greater literacy, and increased strategic importance. Attempts 

had been made to get more local autonomy and greater representation 

in Moscow (that is, more important jobs for Muslims). The unofficial 

leaders of these moves were the Uzbeks. The new assertiveness also 

involved a stress on the federal status of the Soviet Union, the state¬ 

hood of the Muslim republics, and an identification with the Third 

World rather than with East European states. 

Contacts with the Islamic World 

The Central Asian people, being Islamic, retain many obvious features 

of Islamic culture. Soviet Islam contained communities of three 

branches of Islam: the Sunni, who have wide external contacts, and the 

Shi’a and Ismailis, who have fewer outside links. There was distrust of 

the non-Islamic West. After the Revolution religion was still practised 

but became more private and conservative. Both Islam and Orthodox 

Christianity were mercilessly harried in the 1930s; then came a period 

of accommodation and desperate appeals to patriotism during the 

Second World War. In the deportations of 1943-4 all but one of the 

nationalities involved were Muslim. There was a cynical use of Ortho¬ 

dox clerics and Islamic mullahs in the Brezhnev years to promote 

Soviet foreign policy by means of carefully vetted official delegations 

sent everywhere, from the Middle East to the World Council of 
Churches. 

Almost all Soviet Islamic communities have significant groups of 

corresponding nationality abroad, so the question arose: where was the 

national centre of these groups and what was the relationship of Soviet 

Islam to the Islamic world in general? Soviet propaganda at first ig¬ 

nored, and then played down, ties with the wider Islamic world and 

emphasized solidarity with the Russian ‘elder brothers’. Contact with 

the Islamic world was gradually re-established after 1953 and Islamic 

elites sometimes had radical views, for example, that part of Afghani¬ 

stan should be annexed because this would strengthen Islam’s position 

in the Soviet Union. Central Asians also wanted to be at the forefront 

of development and modernization in Asia but the Soviets reserved this 

role for Russians. Non-Russians were not trusted except as technical 

advisers and in promotional activities. The reward exacted from Mos¬ 

cow for keeping to this limited role was less pressure on religion. The 

invasion of Afghanistan by the Soviet Union in 1979 was welcomed 

because it was seen as giving Soviet Muslims a better bargaining 
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position with Moscow. During the campaign there was at first much 

contact between fellow Muslims in the army and administration, with 

no Russian control. But after February 1980 there was a reversal of 

policy, Muslims being replaced by Russians. 

As far as contact with the Russians was concerned, although they 

lived side by side in two unequal parts, there was relatively little contact 

in rural areas. Mixed collective farms had been abandoned in the 1930s 

but there were later attempts to revive them. State farms had always 

been more intermingled, with Russians predominating. In education, 

real contact had begun in secondary education and in the army. TTiis 

had had little effect on local culture but was profound among the 

intelligentsia. Russian was the second language and there had been 

some introduction of Russian words into the local languages. This had 

reduced their unique character and potentially tended to cut them off 

from associated languages outside the Soviet Union. Overall, however, 

the policy of Russifying the languages had little impact, except in the 
mass media. 

The Economy of Soviet Central Asia 

Central Asia certainly became politically and strategically more impor¬ 

tant after the Second World War, because of a population explosion 

and, in foreign affairs, the unfriendly relations with China with whom 

the Soviet Union shared a common border. In some respects the region 

benefited from Soviet control. The standard of living was higher than 

in neighbouring Iran, Pakistan and India; there were better roads, 

education and health services. The Central Asian republics gained 

from intense industrial development in the 1930s under Stalin and (in 

the 1950s) from the ‘virgin lands scheme’ of Khrushchev in North 

Kazakhstan. Oil and gas were developed, and there was huge invest¬ 

ment in cotton. But by the 1980s the period of economic expansion 

was over. On the whole living standards were lower than in other parts 

of the Soviet Union although there had been big improvements in later 

years. The region’s economy (based on cotton and extracting indus¬ 

tries) still had colonial features. The population remained largely agri¬ 

cultural and there had been a selective adoption of modernization. The 

main characteristics of the manpower situation included a surplus of 

labour, low productivity, a high birth-rate and low emigration. All of 

this was having an increasing impact on the civilian economy and 

military manpower. One view was that economic pressures would 

cause Central Asians to emigrate, while another was that Central 

Asians would not emigrate and Moscow would invest heavily in the 

region. Migration would most likely cause a problem of ghettos. It was 

more probable that Europeans would leave Central Asia because of 
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increased competition from trained native workers, the Islamization 

of urban life, the growth of violent unrest in the region and incentives 

to go to labour deficit areas (which, however, would not solve 

labour deficit problems). As with many Third World countries there 

had been heavy migration from the countryside to the towns, and 

the Soviet attempt to limit mobility by using the internal passport 

system to insist that everyone be registered in a particular place ap¬ 

peared to have broken down in many parts. People lived ‘illegally’ with 

relatives. 

Glasnost, Perestroika and Nationalism 

The concept of a ‘Soviet nation’ had not eroded Islamic identity. The 

Soviets had aimed to emphasize differences among Muslims and to 

replace the old social order. The second aim was achieved but the 

differences between Muslims remained and merely reinforced their 

concept of nationhood. The future of Soviet Central Asia depended on 

retaining the Islamic republics and suggestions of abolition which 

surfaced in the 1960s were dropped. The central authorities came to 

realize that Islamic culture was very resistant to abolition and harsh 

repression might be counter-productive. Also the Soviet Union needed 

good relations with the Middle East and South Asia. Commentators 

such as Allworth (1990) stress the two levels of Soviet Asian life, the 

official Soviet and the unofficial local. Political power in the five repub¬ 

lics has always been held by an elite of traditional clan leaders who were 

also very infiuential within the Party. These leaders had significant 

popular consent and such loyalties were keeping the old Party ma¬ 

chines in control. They leant towards more independence combined 

with authoritarian rule, rather than democracy. Many political leaders 

who emerged in the late 1980s were closely linked to leaders of the 

Brezhnev period. This continuity was explained mainly by the fact that 

the Communist Party coexisted with, rather than replaced, existing 

systems of authority. 

By the time Gorbachev became Party General Secretary, it seemed 

that a take-off point had been reached. Cultural nationalism had been 

established and the political movement was gaining momentum. A 

rapidly modernizing society was still based on a colonial type of 

economy and a highly centralized political system. The ingredients for 

an outburst of nationalism were there but there was no effective antici¬ 

patory response from the central government. The main features of 

Gorbachev’s initial policy was not the containment of discontent but 

rather an increasingly far-reaching purge of corrupt elements from local 

Party and state bureaucracies. The Party Secretary in Uzbekistan, 
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Sharaf Rashidov, died in mysterious circumstances as investigations 

got under way. Uzbek officials had falsified the cotton statistics for 

years, and each group brought in to replace the previous corrupt 

leadership was itself involved in similar activities. The troubles which 

started at the end of 1986 transformed the situation. Gorbachev at¬ 

tempted his ‘revolution from above’ and produced the first major 

outbreak of unrest in Central Asia since the 1920s, namely, the riots in 

the Kazakh capital, Alma-Ata, in December 1986. Anti-Russian feeling 

here (a Russian, rather than a Kazakh, had just been appointed First 

Secretary of the local Party) went together with the hostility of other 

Kazakhs for the Ulus-Juz (Great Horde) clan of southern Kazakhstan, 

who had come to control the local Party patronage system. Further 

violence followed in many areas, including the Fergana Valley of 

Uzbekistan and the capital of Tajikistan, Dushanbe. In nearly all cases 

local hostility between ethnic groups was manifested alongside a grow¬ 
ing anti-Party and anti-Russian feeling. 

Each of these conflicts had its own distinguishing features, but 

there was also a common pattern of long-standing resentment of Soviet 

treatment of ethnic groups, as well as hostility between them. This 

came into the open after the relaxation of Soviet control, and because 

of worsening economic conditions, which also generated widespread 

unrest and frustration. Usually there was a common sequence of 

events: after violent clashes, there came a government show of force 

that was either too late or too excessive or both. The Soviet authorities 

sometimes dismissed the demonstrators as ‘thugs’ or ‘hooligans’, and 

tried to suppress detailed information about what actually happened by 

closing the region to visitors and the mass media. The question arose 

in each case whether the outburst was a conflict between warring ethnic 

groups or a protest against Communism, or both. Another question 

was whether the action of the Soviet authorities was simply to restore 

peace, or to punish opponents of the regime and to prop up officials 
loyal to the Party and to Moscow. 

Gorbachev seemed to find it difficult to understand this outburst 

of violent nationalism. He apparently saw it as a plot by local corrupt, 

power-hungry men to stir up national passions for their own ends. But 

even where there was some truth in this, there was also a strong 

element of protest against economic and social conditions, manifesting 

itself in resentment against supposedly favoured minorities, and against 

the Russians. The initial programme of reform from above, imposed by 

Moscow on a passive but reluctant Central Asia, had given way to 

violent protest from below. The issues in Central Asia were brought to 

the fore by the overall changes in the Soviet Union itself and the region 

had, in this sense, been reactive. But there were certain special factors 

at work, such as widespread underemployment, lower levels of health 



230 Fifteen New Republics 

and literacy, and a serious housing shortage. The development of 

agriculture had produced extensive ecological problems. Much of the 

predominantly female workforce in agriculture had been affected by 

pesticides. Thus resentment at control from Moscow and at Russian 

settlers in Central Asia was worsened by the impact of Gorbachev’s 

perestroika. 
Ironically, it was the relative lighmess of Moscow’s rule over the 

region, allowing the indigenous societies and cultures to survive instead 

of being replaced, which gave rise to the difficulties the Soviet Union 

faced. Soviet power brought many benefits: improved economic output 

and standard of living, promotion of health and education, and, with 

time, integration into the apparatus of power. Failure was to a great 

extent due to an inability to understand the need for decentralization. 

The rigidity of the Soviet centralized economic and political system 

made economic progress, for example, seem a function of decisions 

taken in Moscow and as being organized for the benefit of the centre. 

Thus people believed that they were being exploited and that the 

specific wealth of their republic was being taken away. 

The new concern about ecology, with anxiety about pesticides in 

cotton, and the drying up of the Aral Sea, provided an ideal issue with 

which to attack the centre. Thus the first concern was, not so much 

lack of democracy or ethnic rights, as over-centralization of decision - 

making and lack of economic freedom. The new Kazakh president, 

Nursultan Nazarbaev, initiated a regional meeting of top leaders of 

the five Central Asian republics at Alma-Ata in June 1990. It resulted 

in far-reaching agreement on economic, environmental, cultural and 

political co-operation, with provision for a permanent staff to be 

located in Alma-Ata. The leaders criticized Soviet mismanagement of 

the economy and environmental damage, in particular the destruction 

of the Aral Sea. However, political independence was likely simply to 

entrench their economic backwardness and dependence on the Russian 

Federation. They would also have a huge environmental bill which they 

could not pay. They believed that the environmental disasters had been 

caused by the policies of the Soviet Union and that therefore the central 

Asian republics should not shoulder the bill. They traditionally had not 

been interested in total independence, but with higher birth-rates 

among the indigenous peoples and Russians leaving the area this could 

have altered. The central government in Moscow made much of the 

need to protect the minorities in the republics. Another factor, the 

landlocked character of the area, could have militated against breaking 

ties with the Russians. Certainly it was noticeable how many minority 

ethnic groups - including the Kurds in Turkey and the Azeris in Iran 

as well as those groups in Soviet Central Asia - really did not want full 

independence, but rather the acquisition of greater political and eco¬ 

nomic influence within a multinational entity. 
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The Resurgence of Islam 

The Islamic revival, and struggles between different tendencies, did not 

begin until after Soviet power in Central Asia showed signs of disinte¬ 

grating. There were clear signs of a revival of interest in their Islamic 

past and a great demand for copies of the Koran and other Islamic 

literature. However, it was difficult to interpret exactly what this 

meant. Because of the suppression of official teaching of Islam, the 

beliefs and practices of most Central Asians were of a popular, often 

superstitious, character. But there was little evidence of organized 

religious opposition as such. Despite reports of Iranian and Afghan 

mujahidin influence, little proof of this came to light. Nevertheless, 

religion was experiencing a significant revival. Mosques were being 

built all over Central Asia and some mosques confiscated by Stalin in 

1937 were returned to religious use. 

There was growing Islamic activism in bordering states, such as 

radical Sh’ias in Iran, the mujahedin in Afghanistan and the fundamen¬ 

talist Jamaat-el-Islami in Pakistan. Confusion in Central Asia was 

something they believed could be taken advantage of and they had 

already supplied funds, arms and literamre. But many observers 

thought it doubtful that world Islam, although growing in influence, 

posed a serious political threat. Iranian influence was limited because, 

with the exception of the Tajiks, most Soviet Central Asians belong to 

the Sunni rather than the Sh’ia branch of Islam which predominates in 

Iran. Insofar as the local leaders had a model, it was more likely to be 

South Korea or Singapore, both authoritarian but capitalist, rather 

than the Islamic states on their borders. Moderate Muslims supported 

the admittedly weak democratic movements, largely through a group 

called the Islamic Renaissance Party. It was technically illegal every¬ 

where except in Tajikistan and, although it had a nominal leader, 

Ahmed al Qadi, it developed separately in each republic according to 

local conditions. It believed in social policies, the rights of non-Mus¬ 

lims and the Koran’s teaching not to impose Islam on people by force. 

Some regarded these sentiments as hiding more fundamentalist beliefs 

which would emerge if the Muslims won power. Others saw it as an 

acknowledgment that, after many years of Communist rule, only 5 to 

10 million Muslims (out of some 50 million) actually practised their 

faith. Fundamentalist language could cause ethnic tension and put off 

foreign investors. There was rivalry between this party and the Central 

Board of Muslims; the latter was an official body of the Soviet regime, 

which was therefore regarded with suspicion, although its officials said 

that pro-Soviet elements had been removed. Outside influences could 

have affected the outcome of conflict between these two bodies, but 

neither wanted to become embroiled in politics because of the severity 
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of the problems which the region faced. Others argued that, in the 

absence of strong secular reformist movements, the Islamic fundamen¬ 

talists could step in to provide the only viable political alternative. 

The loosening of the Soviet hold unleashed something less evident 

in the Baltic and the Caucasus, namely an international competition 

for political and economic influence among other Asian states. Re¬ 

gional powers such as Iran, Turkey and Saudi Arabia were interested in 

taking advantage of the situation. They were simultaneously enticed 

and alarmed by the apparent breakdown in Soviet authority. To coun¬ 

ter any Afghan Islamic influence and to prevent Iranian contact from 

growing, Moscow encouraged two states to become involved: Turkey 

and Saudi Arabia. Turkey was developing economic links with the 

Caucasus and Central Asia. Saudi Arabia was encouraged by Moscow 

to play a greater religious role. 

The roots of the Islamic identity of Central Asians are primarily 

cultural and internal. The decisive political issue, therefore, was na¬ 

tional rather than religious. The movements which emerged asserted 

the Islamic character of their people, but were not Islamic parties. 

Their main demands were for greater regional autonomy within the 

Soviet Union, especially for greater control over their economic re¬ 

sources, or for independence. Events elsewhere (such as the example of 

Lithuania and violence in Azerbaijan) made independence more attrac¬ 

tive and after the attempted coup it was realized that relations with the 

centre and with the Russians would have to be renegotiated from 

scratch. Independence came to them anyway, with the collapse of 

attempts to preserve the Union. 

After the Failed Coup 

The leaders of the Central Asian republics (still basically the old 

Communist leadership) were split in their reaction to the coup. Presi¬ 

dent Nazarbaev of Kazakhstan unequivocally condemned it, but the 

President of Uzbekistan declared that the coup was necessary as 

perestroika had failed, an opinion rapidly reversed when the coup col¬ 

lapsed. Other republic presidents were silent or non-committal. The 

failure of the coup caused the credibility of most of the Central Asian 

leaders to be undermined. In the immediate aftermath the republics 

declared independence (more as a negotiating position than as a dec¬ 

laration of fact) and the President of Tajikistan resigned after criticism 

of him for being indecisive during the coup. Most expressed support 

for a very loose confederation of equal, independent states. Concern 

was created, especially in Kazakhstan with its large Russian population, 

over Yeltsin’s suggestion that frontiers might be renegotiated. Indeed, 
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the domination of Russia in the transitional government worried the 
Central Asians. 

After the announcement by the three Slavic republics that the 

Union was at an end and they intended to form a Commonwealth of 

Independent States, the Central Asian republics had to take a rapid 

decision on their policy in this new situation. After a two-day meeting 

they decided to join the new Commonwealth, provided they were 

treated as co-founders with equal rights. But they also stated that they 

wanted the ‘social and’ economic realities’ of Central Asia to be taken 

into account, meaning that they were looking for regional aid. A later 

meeting of the eleven republics of the Commonwealth in Alma-Ata 

agreed on the inviolability of their present borders, and that the Rus¬ 

sian Federation should take over the Soviet Union’s seat on the United 

Nations Security Council. The greatest threat to Central Asian leaders 

was their weak economies, which tied them inextricably to the Russian 

Federation, to which they supplied primary products such as cotton, 

grain and gold and received back manufactured goods. Nationalists 

complained that they were treated as colonial, one-crop economies, but 

in the past they may not always have got the worst of the deal. In future 

their links with the Russian Federation meant that they would be the 

victims of Russian economic problems, such as hyperinflation. 
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The Caucasus Fights 

Azerbaijan 

Until the twentieth century Azerbaijan was no more than a geographi¬ 

cal area. Before its absorption by the tsars it had fallen mainly under 

Iranian rule, or enjoyed a relative autonomy in periods of imperial 

decline. In spite of the traditional Iranian connection the Azeri lan¬ 

guage is akin to Turkish and, in modem times, it is to Turkey that Azeri 

nationalists have tended to look. Turkey has been a more natural 

model for the mainly Sunni Muslim, urbanized intelligentsia who 

pioneered the nationalist movement. A republic was proclaimed under 

the name of Azerbaijan during the short two-year Ottoman-Turkish 

army occupation from 1918. The name was retained under the subse¬ 

quent British occupation. In December 1918 the Azeri government 

was recognized by the British commander as the only effective author¬ 

ity in the area. After the evacuation of allied troops, the Soviet regime 

was proclaimed in Baku in April 1920 and Azerbaijan became part of 

the Transcaucasian Socialist Federated Soviet Republic comprising 

Azerbaijan, Georgia and parts of Armenia and other territories. In 1936 

this federation was abolished and Azerbaijan was established as one of 

the all-Union republics of the Soviet Union. Publicly at least, national¬ 

ist sentiment waxed or waned according to variations in Soviet policy 

and strategic considerations towards Iran. The high point for national¬ 

ist feelings came in 1941 when, for the second time this century, the 

Soviet army occupied northern Iran and set up a southern Azeri gov¬ 

ernment, only nominally part of Iran, one of whose key policies was the 

revival of the Azeri language suppressed by the Shah. 

Nagorno-Karabakh 

Among the effects of glasnost was the bringing to the surface of many 

national issues which had been unexpressed but simmering for many 

years. One of these was the question of Nagorno-Karabakh (Mountain- 
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ous Karabakh), an enclave within Azerbaijan with some 75 per cent of 
its population composed of Armenian Christians. Although the area 
was designated as an autonomous region, this in effect gave it very little 
control over its own affairs. Peoples of two different regions and cul¬ 
tural traditions, the Armenians and Azeris became even more distinct 
under pre-revolutionary Russian rule. The great majority of the Azeris 
were poor peasants, cut off from the rapid development of industry, but 
a small but powerful Armenian middle class rose to prominence in the 
industrial sector of what would become Azerbaijan. In 1905, at a time 
of grave political crisis in the empire, Azeris and Armenians clashed in 
the streets of Baku. In March 1918 Communists allied with Armenian 
nationalists to suppress a Muslim revolt, but in September of that year, 
when a Turkish army occupied Baku, Azeris massacred thousands of 
Armenians in revenge for the ‘March days’. 

When Soviet power was established in Azerbaijan Nagorno- 
Karabakh was at first declared a part of Armenia in a gesture of 
fraternal solidarity, but in 1923 it became an autonomous region within 
Azerbaijan largely to please the Turks. For sixty-five years the 
Karabakh Armenians lived in an uneasy relationship with the dominant 
Azeris, occasionally protesting about their separation from the Arme¬ 
nian republic. Only in 1988 did this become organized, with mass 
rallies to demand their right to merge with Armenia. The issue pro¬ 
voked considerable ethnic unrest in both Azerbaijan and Armenia and 
caused a serious refugee problem as Armenians throughout Azerbaijan 
fled to Armenia while Azeris in Nagorno-Karabakh tried to leave. On 
15 June the Azeri Supreme Soviet voted to reject the demand for the 
secession of Nagorno-Karabakh, a decision endorsed three days later 
by the Supreme Soviet in Moscow. 

In January 1989 Moscow announced that, in view of the troubles, 
it was introducing ‘a special form of administration’ but with Nagorno- 
Karabakh remaining an autonomous region incorporated into 
Azerbaijan. The wording of this statement implied that Moscow was 
taking some form of direct control over the region (and a Kremlin 
commission was sent in shortly afterwards). This was disappointing to 
the Armenians, because it did not satisfy their aspirations, and to the 
Azeris, when they found they had only nominal control over the region. 
Moscow had clearly decided on a ‘get tough’ policy and all eleven of 
the Armenian Karabakh Committee, which had organized mass rallies 
on the issue in 1988, were arrested, but the committee apparently 
continued to operate. The arrest of the Armenian nationalists attracted 
international attention. Gorbachev made a speech in Ukraine in Febru¬ 
ary in which he said that he favoured raising the status of autonomous 
regions but would not tolerate separatist movements. This was not 
merely aimed at Armenia and Azerbaijan but at all areas where such 
tensions existed. 
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The Supreme Soviet disbanded the emergency administration 

from January 1990 and put Nagorno-Karabakh firmly back under the 

overall control of the Azeris, although its local government was run by 

the Armenian majority. As a result, serious rioting and attacks on 

Armenians occurred in Baku from 13 January. There were tell-tale 

signs that this three-day pogrom was carefully planned. Many Azeris 

and some Soviet journalists blamed the local Communist Party and 

security authorities. There was little but circumstantial evidence and 

rumour, but if elements in the Party leadership were responsible, they 

were apparently trying to restore their authority among Azeris. Arme¬ 

nians and Azeris had slipped back into their historic relationship of 

bitter enmity, with the Armenians seeing themselves as a Christian 

enclave defending western civilization while being surrounded on three 

sides by Turkey, Iran and Azerbaijan - all Islamic. 

With violence reaching virtually the intensity of war, Gorbachev 

declared a state of emergency and sent in further troops, saying that the 

situation had ‘reached the point of murders, robberies, and attempts at 

armed overthrow of Soviet power and at changing by force the state 

and social system enshrined in the constitution of the USSR’ (Steele 

and Rettie, 1990). On the whole, the Soviet authorities were for a time 

relatively restrained in their response to the considerable violence. 

Perhaps this was because they were afraid of arousing the whole Islamic 

world, or perhaps because, especially after the massacre in Tbilisi, the 

Georgian capital (see pp. 247-8), it was not Gorbachev’s policy to 

come down heavily on inter-ethnic disputes. There was a danger that 

the Soviet army might become the target of attacks. An additional 

factor was the failure to effect even a limited improvement in economic 

circumstances. 

The arrival of Soviet troops was welcomed in Armenia although 

feelings had hitherto been mixed about a Soviet army presence. Arme¬ 

nian activists had previously accused the Soviet army of tacitly siding 

with the Azeris in the territorial disputes between the republics and of 

not doing enough to protect Armenians. Unable to extinguish centuries 

of hatred, the Soviet army settled for the role of intermediary with 

occasional interventions, making sure that neither side permanently 

gained the upper hand. Azeri nationalists responded by blocking roads 

and railway lines in an attempt to stop the troops reaching Baku and 

other trouble areas. The troops opened fire in Baku on 19 January. It 

was clear that the Soviet authorities had lost control of the situation in 

large parts of Azerbaijan. What authority there was came from the 

Popular Front and, in Baku, the ‘Council of National Defence’. The 

Azeri Supreme Soviet demanded the withdrawal of Soviet troops 

within forty-eight hours and voted to suspend the state of emergency. 

They also threatened a referendum on secession. Meanwhile Armenia 

was being effectively blockaded. 
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Moscow’s reaction was confused. The Defence Minister, Yazov, 

told reporters in Baku that the army’s aim was to ‘destroy the organi¬ 

zational structure of the Popular Front leaders’ who wanted to seize 

power. Earlier, the Interior Minister, Bakatin, had hinted at co-opera¬ 

tion with ‘healthy forces’ within the Front. The Popular Front in Baku 

said that it had offered peace talks to Moscow and would guarantee law 

and order in the city, if the Soviet troops withdrew. This was rejected 

and Moscow made clear that it wanted to restore the authority of the 

Communist Party in the republic. Increasingly, the dispute between 

the two republics took on an anti-Russian tone. Armenians had tradi¬ 

tionally seen the Russians as fellow Christians and protectors against 

the Islamic Turks and Azeris, but now they were perceived as having 

betrayed the Armenians by failing to ensure Armenian control over 

Nagorno-Karabakh. They alleged that the Azeris were conducting an 

economic blockade against Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh. By Sep¬ 

tember the Nagorno-Karabakh region and the neighbouring Shaumyan 

district had declared themselves independent of Azerbaijan. They said 

that the Soviet constitution and laws were in force in their areas, thus 

distancing themselves from the Azeri declaration of sovereignty. 

Soviet policy dramatically changed as a result of Azerbaijan’s 

support for the coup. Armenians were helped to return to their villages 

from which they had been forcibly removed earlier in the year. An 

agreement on a cease-fire and an end to the blockade in the area was to 

be followed by talks between Azerbaijan and Armenia mediated by 

Presidents Yeltsin and Nazarbaev. But fighting soon broke out again 

with Azeris being forced from their villages by Armenian fighters, while 

the blockade continued. A serious deterioration in the situation oc¬ 

curred in November, when the Azeri parliament voted to abolish the 

autonomous status of Nagorno-Karabakh and declared that it would 

be governed by a ‘National Unity Council’. The Armenian President 

announced that he regarded this as tantamount to a declaration of war 

on his republic. An intervention by Gorbachev had little effect. Early in 

1992 a human rights team expressed serious fears of the Armenians in 

Nagorno-Karabakh being annihilated by the Azeris, who increasingly 

appeared to be threatening an assault on the territory. In the event, it 
was the Armenians who slowly gained the upper hand. 

Nationalist Movements in Azerbaijan 

The problem of Nagorno-Karabakh and the violence connected with it 

had complicated the nationalist situation in Azerbaijan, but otherwise 

Azeri nationalism had demands similar to those made by nationalists in 

other Soviet republics, namely de-Stalinization, a purge of the Party 
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bureaucracy, and political pluralism. The democratic traditions of the 

area were weak and it had been comparatively easy for the Party 

leadership to claim that nationalists were an unrepresentative minority. 

The Popular Front was a loose coalition of nationalist and Islamic 

groups. It was officially recognized in October 1989, and by then was 

credited with being the real power in the land, having pushed the Azeri 

Communist Party into the background. Its long-term demands were 

full autonomy for the republic within the Soviet Union, the right of 

unrestricted association with Iranian Azeris, and an end to what it 

called the ‘strongly pro-Armenian bias of the Kremlin’. It eventually 

split into two factions when a moderate section, disagreeing with the 

Front’s policy calling for unity with the northern provinces of Iran, left 

to form the Social-Democratic Federation. This group also strongly 

opposed the Communist Party’s monopoly of power in the republic 

and campaigned for greater pluralism and the removal of Party leaders 

said to be corrupt. It condemned the violence against Armenians and 

claimed that they may have been organized by the KGB. 

There were clear signs of the Party losing it grip. Azeri Commu¬ 

nists were publicly burning their Party cards but in effect the Party had 

lost control since the summer of 1989 when the Popular Front had 

taken over in the turmoil of the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute. The Party 

tried to repair the situation by sacking its leader, Abdul-Rahman 

Vezirov, and replacing him with the Prime Minister, Ayaz Mutalibov, 

but the real negotiations for a cease-fire were being carried out by the 

Armenian National Movement and the Azeri Popular Front. Ever since 

the arrival of the Soviet army Baku had been under curfew and a form 

of martial law. As the election approached in October 1990 the army 

refused to allow anyone but residents entry to Baku, officially to pre¬ 

vent trouble-makers raising tension before the vote. Opposition elec¬ 

tion groupings such as the Democratic Bloc saw it as a device to keep 

out observers and other election helpers. In contrast to the situation in 

many other republics the Communist Party, in spite of the crisis it 

faced, seemed likely to win the election, as the Democratic Bloc con¬ 

tested only 218 of the 360 constituencies. The Popular Front, which 

had appeared on the verge of taking power in January, before the arrival 

of the troops, was part of the Democratic Bloc and had 158 candidates. 

The Communist Party leader, Mutalibov, steered a cunning 

course of publicly opposing some of Gorbachev’s measures (to gain 

national credibility) while supporting him on the main question of 

keeping Azerbaijan in the Soviet Union. He said that the Popular Front 

had overplayed its hand with extremist slogans and use of force. He 

pointed to the formation of a Council of National Defence in January, 

allegedly aimed at launching a military coup. The Popular Front and 

the left of the Democratic Bloc argued that the behaviour of Soviet 
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troops intimidated people. By killing at least 143 people (according to 

the official count) arresting several Popular Front leaders, and sacking 

many of their supporters from their jobs, the Party authorities managed 

to frighten people into reverting to support for the status quo. In the 

event the Communist Party easily won the elections. The Popular 

Front accused the Communists of electoral fraud by causing obstacles 

and delays in the electoral commissions, so making it impossible to 

register many Popular Front candidates. In addition, their leader, 

Ekhtibar Mamedov, had been in prison since the January troubles. 

Relations with Iran and Turkey 

The revolution in Iran had had a great impact on all the Islamic areas 

of the Soviet Union, not because of its fundamentalist principles, but 

because it demonstrated that revolution was possible and could be 

successful in overthrowing a seemingly entrenched political regime. In 

an attempt to break out of its isolation, Iran tried to improve relations 

with Moscow. This included a pledge not to interfere in the Soviet 

Union’s internal affairs, even though this might be a time of maximum 

opportunity for doing so. Serious nationalist disturbances broke out 

along the Azeri-Iranian border early in 1990. It appears that the rioters 

broke down frontier fences and demanded free access to, and trade 

with, Iran or even unification. The disturbances seem to have been 

spontaneous in origin. Nakhichevan, where they began, is an isolated 

enclave geographically cut off from the rest of Azerbaijan by Armenia. 

It is prone to a special militancy, and it may have been the backward, 

rural population, more susceptible to fundamentalism, which was the 

first to move. Once it had happened, however, the Azeri Popular Front 
had to identify with it. 

In this conflict the Soviet Union advocated talks with Iran to make 

it easier for families to cross the border. An Iranian delegation visited 

Moscow. In fact, the Iranian mullahs, having problems with their own 

multinational state, themselves viewed with alarm the growth of pan- 

Azerbaijanism. Like the Soviets, they felt that if one of its ethnic 

minorities established a national state, others would follow and Iran 

would lose up to half its territory and population. In Turkey the press 

also showed great enthusiasm for developments in the Caucasus, but it 

was not official Turkish policy to encourage the kind of ideals which 

once conceived of the Turkish-speaking regions of the tsarist empire as 

a natural part of a great pan-Turkish commonwealth. Educated and 

more modem-minded Azeris look towards Turkey out of ethnic kin¬ 

ship and as an example of an Islamic but secular state which has 

adjusted to the modem western world. Thus neither Turkey nor Iran 

had shown any strong inclination to take advantage of the ever-growing 
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nationalism in the Soviet Islamic republics. But if the turmoil grew, 

both knew they would find it harder and harder not to become 
involved. 

The Attempted Coup 

President Ayaz Mutalibov welcomed the coup and called it the natural 

consequence of policies which had brought chaos over the last few 

years. Although he tried a rapid tum-around, Azerbaijan’s relations 

with Moscow, hitherto favourable, were badly damaged. By the end of 

August the republic had declared independence. Its Supreme Soviet 

also announced the creation of a national defence force and the lifting 

of the state of emergency which had been in force since the Baku riots. 

After the coup opposition groups demonstrated, demanding the post¬ 

ponement of the presidential elections, which were due on 8 Septem¬ 

ber. It was not at first clear whether Mutalibov would follow the 

Moscow decision to suspend the Communist Party but he eventually 

resigned the Party leadership, dissolved the Party and seized its prop¬ 

erty. In the space of eighteen months he had switched from being a 

loyal Soviet Communist to a ‘non-Communist’ supporter of independ¬ 

ence. The most dramatic post-coup development was the announce¬ 

ment on 10 October of the ‘nationalization’ of Soviet military hardware 

on Azeri territory, together with a recall of Azeris serving in the Soviet 

armed forces. This was the first challenge to the integrity of the Soviet 

armed forces. 

At the presidential election Mutalibov was the only candidate as 

the election was boycotted by the opposition, who declared it undemo¬ 

cratic because of not having been allowed to organize. He announced 

that a new party, provisionally known as the Republican Democratic 

Party, would replace the Communist Party. The survival of the Com¬ 

munist old guard in Azerbaijan - albeit under another name - surprised 

outsiders. Mutalibov was supported by a majority unwilling to risk the 

unknown, while the opposition would have liked to remove him but did 

not know how. The more moderate wing of the divided Popular Front 

was willing to hold round table discussions with Mutalibov. His posi¬ 

tion had been weakened in Moscow and abroad since his initial support 

for the coup but the prospects for democracy rather than authoritarian 

nationalism were not bright. 

With the final collapse of the Soviet Union in December and the 

formation of the Commonwealth of Independent States, Azerbaijan 

had to come to terms with an unexpected and unwanted degree of 

independence. The Azeris had great problems in establishing the new 

republic as a viable independent state and looked to the Common¬ 

wealth for the external economic support and security which they had 
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always felt they needed. In spite of the neo-Communist victory, 

Azerbaijan was more advanced politically than the Central Asian re¬ 

publics, with a large opposition and independently minded intelligent¬ 

sia. Economically, it lagged behind. There was no privatization 

programme and, although the republic is rich in oil, there were no 

laws allowing foreign investment. The Nagorno-Karabakh crisis was 

worsening and seemed likely to attract increasing international atten¬ 

tion and even intervention. 

Airmenia 

Moscow^s Policy towards Armenia 

The events in the Caucasus following the outbreak of the Russian 

Revolution were very confused. Attempts to create an independent 

Armenian state were unsuccessful, because of hostility from Turkey 

and the changing, uncertain policies of the western powers. A 

Transcaucasian Federated Republic had been formed which, within a 

few months divided into three parts. The Armenian portion became a 

republic which was taken over by the Armenian Bolshevik Party (aided 

by Soviet troops) in the revolt of February 1921. In the autumn of that 

year an alliance between the Soviet Union and Soviet Armenia was 

announced. In 1922 the Transcaucasian Socialist Federated Soviet 

Republic was formed. It was split up in 1936 and the Armenian Soviet 

Socialist Republic came into being. A massacre of Armenians in Tur¬ 

key in 1915 (denied by the Turks) had become a focal point of the 

Armenians sense of grievance and injustice. Many Turkish and Iranian 

Armenians emigrated to the republic, and the portions of the former 

‘Armenia’ which lay in Turkey and Iran lost their identity, although 

Armenians still exist there in some numbers. In 1946-7 the Armenian 

refugees in Syria and Egypt began moving into Soviet Armenia. The 

Armenians speak an Aryan language and are Orthodox Christians, but 

are without natural allies. Azerbaijan is hostile, while Turkey has been 

a particular enemy since the massacres earlier this century. There is no 

sympathetic state nearby or particular strategic reason for the West to 

show concern as they did, for example, over the Baltic republics. 
The government faced further difficulties in its economy as unrest 

grew with, at different times, Azerbaijan imposing a rail blockade and 

a general strike being called in Georgia. Moscow was insisting that 

Armenia repeal its decision to nationalize all the assets of the Armenian 

Communist Party and Komsomol and return land to the peasantry. 

Most of the period oiglasnost and perestroika was dominated by growing 

demands for independence and the dispute with Azerbaijan over the 
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Armenian enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh (see pp. 235-8). In May 1990 

the Armenian Supreme Soviet demanded guaranteed links between the 

republic and Nagorno-Karabakh. They also voted to suspend the 

spring call-up of conscripts into the Soviet armed forces. These deci¬ 

sions were taken while large demonstrations in Yerevan, the capital, 

urged the Supreme Soviet to assert its independence from Moscow. 

In August a prominent nationalist (and supporter of restoring 

Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia), Levon Ter-Petrosyan, had become 

president of the republic by popular election. Later in the month 

another leading nationalist, Vazguen Manoukyan, was elected Prime 

Minister. Both men had previously been arrested and imprisoned by 

the Soviet authorities as members of the Karabakh Committee. A new 

government was formed and the Supreme Soviet had placed before it 

a resolution advocating full independence from the Soviet Union, while 

a more moderate resolution was supported by the Armenian Commu¬ 

nist Party. It was not clear then or after the Soviet Union had disinte¬ 

grated, how an independent Armenia could survive, economically or 
defensively. 

Nagorno-Karabakh and the Armed Guerrilla Forces 

In July Gorbachev had issued a decree threatening military force 

against all ‘illegal armed units’ which failed to surrender their arms and 

disband within fifteen days. This was primarily aimed at the Armenian 

nationalist guerrillas who had become well organized and even am¬ 

bushed and captured Soviet troops, seizing their weapons, military 

vehicles and artillery. Originally formed to defend Armenian settle¬ 

ments against armed groups from Azerbaijan, the guerrillas had more 

and more directed their operations against Soviet forces. The Arme¬ 

nian authorities may well have been condoning their existence and they 

were never likely to comply with the decree. Instead, there were de¬ 

mands for the setting up of a separate Armenian army. As the deadline 

for compliance was reached President Ter-Petrosyan secured an exten¬ 

sion and a promise that force would not be used. The biggest paramili¬ 

tary group, the Armenian National Army (ANA) reluctantly agreed to 

be controlled by the Armenian Supreme Soviet. 

Rivalries between the militias had brought the republic to the 

brink of civil war. There were vendettas and attacks by armed bandits 

on villages. The ANA had more men under arms than all the other 

militias put together, but political support for the Armenian Nationalist 

Movement (ANM), the first nationalist party to emerge and with a 

majority in the Supreme Soviet, was being eroded. Many felt that the 

ANM was too cautious in the moves to independence, and militia 
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leaders resented having to be under the control of the Supreme Soviet. 

These discontents could have led to a shift in military balance. 

The election of a nationalist president had clearly calmed the 

situation, but the outstanding problem, relations with Azerbaijan and a 

resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh issue, remained very delicate. In 

spite of Ter-Petrosyan’s conciliatory efforts, ANA attacks on the Azeri 

border continued, and matters came to a head at the end of August 

when a deputy and several other people were shot dead by the ANA at 

their headquarters. This gave rise to a state of emergency and an 

ultimatum to the ANA to surrender its arms. If it did not do so, the 

troops of the Interior Ministry and the KGB would be ordered in. 

There was a confrontation at ANA headquarters, which was a critical 

test of the new Armenian government’s ability to bring order to Arme¬ 

nia and thus justify less subservience to Moscow. The ANA leaders 

finally gave in and told their supporters to lay down their arms and 

obey the republic’s authority. But serious clashes occurred between 

Soviet forces and Armenian militias in the spring of 1991. 

Armenia increasingly began to accuse Moscow of supporting the 

Azeris against itself. Certainly large numbers of refugees had arrived in 

Armenia over the previous three years, starting with the ethnic riots in 

Baku in 1988, and later from Nagorno-Karabakh and the Azerbaijan- 

Armenia border areas. From Moscow’s point of view Azerbaijan was a 

far more important ally than Armenia. Armenians felt that Moscow 

was determined to support the allegedly shaky regime of Ayaz 

Mutalibov while Armenia was being punished for demanding inde¬ 

pendence (a referendum was to be held on 21 September 1991). It 

appeared that the Soviet army was co-operating in deporting back to 

Armenia the Armenians living in Azerbaijan near the border with 

Armenia or in Nagorno-Karabakh. In the face of violence Gorbachev 

seemed to be aiming at creating a no-go area on the high plains 
separating the two sides. 

The Effect of the Attempted Coup 

The immediate response of Ter-Petrosyan to the attempted coup was 

restrained; the government and most public bodies supported this 

cautious attitude. His approach was usually one of moderate pragma¬ 

tism and had wide support. The Armenian Supreme Soviet voted to 

declare ‘independence’ on 23 August, going further - in theory - than 

any other republic except Lithuania, although it did stop short of 

openly advocating leaving the Soviet Union. The declaration had pro¬ 

vocatively proclaimed Armenia’s ‘inalienable right’ to Nagorno- 

Karabakh. The newly named Republic of Armenia claimed the right to 
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have its own army; unlike other republics it already had the nucleus of 

an army in the thousands of guerrillas who had stolen many weapons 

from Soviet troops. The KGB still controlled the border with Turkey, 

but the guerrillas had far more control of the border with Azerbaijan. 

The coup had a dramatic effect on relations with Moscow. The Azeri 

government supported the coup and, as a result, Soviet troops no 

longer supported it. Instead, they became neutral and were soon help¬ 

ing Armenians to return to the villages, now recaptured, from which 

they had been forcibly deported. As both Azeris and Armenians had 

their own armed forces the security of these returning villagers was very 

uncertain. It soon became clear that Yeltsin of Russia and Nazarbaev of 

Kazakhstan favoured talks. But the two sides were far apart. It was to 

be expected that final agreement would be very difficult. 

Independence 

It was once thought that the Armenians, as a Christian nation and 

victims of Islamic oppression, would always look to the Soviet Union 

for protection. But increasingly they favoured independence outside 

the Soviet Union, although they were prepared to sign an economic 

treaty with the other former Soviet republics. The support for inde¬ 

pendence grew rapidly when Soviet soldiers helped to deport Armeni¬ 

ans from Nagorno-Karabakh. One development of all this was an 

attempt to restore relations with Turkey, although memory of the 

massacre of Armenians by Turks and incorporation of western Arme¬ 

nia into eastern Turkey was still very strong. However, they needed 

good relations with neighbours if they were to be independent and they 

had common economic interests with Turkey. The referendum in 

September 1991 overwhelmingly supported independence, which was 

promptly declared by the Armenian parliament. Subsequently, Arme¬ 

nia joined the Commonwealth of Independent States. Apart from the 

difficult task of establishing its independence on firm foundations, it 

was still preoccupied with the ever-growing crisis over the Armenians 

in Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Georgia 

Georgia has had a turbulent history with periods of independence as 

well as domination by Iranians, Mongols and others. Under Russian 

control from 1783, the country experienced varied fortunes. In the 

1905 revolution the whole of the Caucasus was involved in a civil war 

and although the disorders, which affected Armenia more than Geor- 
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gia, died down in the following year, the Russian government ruled 

strictly through the bureaucracy, army and the police. In 1914, how¬ 

ever, the Georgians joined in the war in support of Russia and the allies 

but repressive measures were maintained; hence the Revolution of 

1917 was strongly supported. The independent Transcaucasian Feder¬ 

ated Republic, set up in 1917, split into three republics in 1918 but 

Georgia came to terms with the Soviet government in 1920 and re¬ 

ceived dejure recognition of independence from the League of Nations 

in January 1921. A month later Soviet troops invaded and took over the 

country, ostensibly to protect minorities such as the Ossetians. The 

Transcaucasian Socialist Federated Soviet Republic was formed in 

1922 with headquarters at Tiflis. In 1936 this republic was dissolved 

and the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic created. Stalin — although 

in origin a Georgian himself - purged his fellow nationals as much as 

he did anyone else. However, it is a complicating factor that for many, 

especially older, Georgians Stalin is still a hero. In a bizarre distortion 

of nationalism, some even saw de-Stalinization as a form of discrimina¬ 

tion directed against Georgia by Moscow. 
Corruption had become a problem in the republic. In 1972 the 

ageing First Secretary of the Georgian Communist Party was deposed 

while on holiday. The Central Committee elected as his successor the 

leader of the coup, the Interior Affairs Minister, Eduard Shevardnadze 

(later Soviet Foreign Minister under Gorbachev). A large-scale purge 

of dissidents followed, with 25,000 being arrested in the next two years, 

events denounced by Amnesty International. One dissident, eventually 

imprisoned in 1976, was Zviad Gamsakhurdia, later the Georgian 

President. Two years later he recanted and was released, a move seen 

by some as a selling out to the KGB and by others as a ploy by 

dissidents to enable him to organize the national liberation movement. 

These events help to shed light on some aspects of Soviet-Georgian 

relations in the Gorbachev period. 

The nationalist movements aimed at independence ultimately but, 

in the interim, for economic autonomy and ‘telling people the truth’. 

The movements were sparked in September 1988 by a green issue, 

opposition to a huge hydro-electric scheme which would have sub¬ 

merged historic sites, and by the failure to transfer the David Guaredja 

monastery to the Church (during a general reopening of churches) 

from its use as an army headquarters. A protest in November with a 

demonstration of 30,000 people was much larger and was about the 

proposed changes in the Soviet constitution concerning the republic’s 

right of secession and the authorities’ power to intervene directly ‘in the 

case of threat’. It ended when Moscow announced concessions. Never¬ 

theless, nationalist feeling was still very strong. Further independence 

demonstrations took place in February 1989 in spite of warnings from 
the police that they were illegal. 
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The Tbilisi Massacre 

The situation in Georgia deteriorated dramatically on 9 April when 

Soviet troops stormed a demonstration outside the main government 

building in Tbilisi and killed at least twenty people. A hunger strike and 

sit-in were being staged by the National Democratic Party of Georgia, 

the National Independence Party and four more moderate groups. The 

local police tried to restrain the soldiers without success. This was the 

worst incident in which security forces had been involved since 1962. 

The Georgian Party authorities had always taken a tough line to try to 

prevent the emergence of a Popular Front like those in the Baltic 

republics. Whether or not they acted on orders from Moscow, the 

impression was created of a recalcitrant, conservative group of security 

officials who used Stalinist methods to crush a show of nationalism. 

Shevardnadze, the Foreign Minister, and formerly, as we have seen. 

Party First Secretary in Georgia, was sent to the republic to try to calm 

the situation. Shevardnadze admitted at a Party meeting that ‘the 

methods used to disperse the demonstrators are unacceptable in a 

society which has taken the road of glasnost and perestroika". 

Five days after the deaths, the Party Secretary in Georgia, the 

President and the Prime Minister all resigned. The local KGB chief for 

two months, Givi Gumbaridze, was named Party Secretary. In shaking 

up the leadership the Party was following the pattern set in 1988 in the 

neighbouring republics of Azerbaijan and Armenia. In both places the 

Party chiefs were sacked, apparently for their inability to halt unrest. A 

Georgian commission and a Moscow criminal investigation were set up 

to investigate the charges of brutality. The commission reported that 

soldiers carried out a ‘planned mass massacre’ and that the action 

carried signs of being a punitive operation, committed with especial 

cruelty. It criticized the media for distorted coverage of the clash and 

blamed local leaders for ‘complete isolation from the people’. 

The involvement of central authorities appears to be confirmed by 

statements in the Supreme Soviet at the end of May when General 

Rodionov, the local commanding officer, revealed that two Politburo 

members, including Shevardnadze, joined in the decision to impose 

martial law and use troops ‘to seize the city’. The sacked Georgian 

Party Secretary, Dzumber Patiashvili, then disclosed that the Defence 

Minister, General Yazov, had telephoned him the previous day to 

announce the decision to send troops into Tbilisi. A Deputy Defence 

Minister was in Tbilisi to take charge and General Rodionov was put in 

executive control. KGB troops were flown in. Patiashvili’s account 

contradicted everything which had been said before, namely, that the 

local Georgian Communist Party was in control and requested military 

help without reference to Moscow. Later Yegor Ligachev, conservative 
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opponent of Gorbachev, said the decision to send troops to Georgia 

was taken by, the whole Politburo. On the first anniversary of the 1989 

massacre rallies were held and there were calls for a boycott of military 

service and for the union of the many competing Georgian nationalist 

parties. 

Opposition groups decided to boycott the elections on 25 March 

and, at an unspecified date, to hold their own elections to an opposition 

congress. This congress would ‘control the actions of the republic’s 

government until complete independence is achieved’. The Georgian 

Supreme Soviet called for negotiations with Moscow on independence 

saying that ‘it considers illegal the 1922 USSR agreement on relations 

with Georgia’ and that the Red Army occupation of Georgia in 1921 

was an ‘international crime’. Elections to the Georgian Supreme Soviet 

were eventually postponed until the autumn, while some opposition 

groups urged an electoral boycott on the grounds that Moscow would 

never concede independence through the ballot box. The republic’s 

constitution was amended to abolish the Communist Party’s monopoly 

of power and to allow all parties ‘to participate on equal terms in the 

management of the state and public affairs’. 

Serious disturbances occurred in July with a political protest which 

disrupted rail traffic through much of the Caucasus. Several hundred 

people blocked the track at Samtredia, which was on one of only two 

lines from the Russian Federation into the Caucasus. The protesters 

wanted an early recall of the republic’s Supreme Soviet to pass a new 

election law and the registration of all opposition groups so that they 

could fight the elections fixed for 28 October. Before the elections, 

opposition groups elected an unofficial congress as they had promised. 

Two groups, the National Democratic Party (led by Georgi 

Chanturiya) and the National Independence Party (led by Irakli 

Tsereteli) divided 136 out of 200 seats between them. However, some 

nationalist groups (such as the Round Table/Free Georgia group led by 

Zviad Gamsakhurdia) boycotted the elections to the Congress and 

supported the Georgian Supreme Soviet elections. Other groups stood 

in elections to both bodies (for example, the Democratic Georgia 

group, led by Alexander Dzhavakhishvili). Even the Communist Party 

was divided, a majority boycotting the Congress, but its ‘democratic’ 

faction winning eleven Congressional seats. There were divided opin¬ 

ions as to what the Congress should do. The National Independence 

Party wanted a campaign of civil disobedience, while Democratic 

Georgia believed in co-operation between the Congress and the Su¬ 
preme Soviet in preparing for independence. 

After the Tbilisi massacre the Communist Party had virtually 

collapsed, but it staged a comeback in 1990. It was now as nationalist 

as any other party in the republic. Ten other blocs, embracing nearly 

forty groups, contested the elections. Half the seats were elected on a 
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constituency basis (some of which went to a second round), and half 

by proportional representation through party lists. In the event, the 

Communist Party was defeated after sixty-eight years in power. The 

Round Table/Free Georgia alliance won 155 out of 250 seats in the 

Supreme Soviet. It was supported by other nationalist groups. The 

Communist Party obtained sixty-four seats. The Round Table leader, 

Gamsakhurdia, was elected President. He was a writer and philologist 

who had been gaoled several times for dissident activities and had 

exploited the reputation of his father, an author and nationalist. At first 

he adopted a cautious approach to independence, assuming a transi¬ 

tion period of about five years during which the Soviet army would 

remain. A bill to establish the supremacy of Georgia’s laws over those 

of the Soviet Union was to be introduced as well as amendments to 

the constitution removing words such as ‘Soviet’, ‘Communist’ and 
‘revolutionary’. 

Despite an ultimatum from the Soviet army headquarters in Mos¬ 

cow, Gamsakhurdia said in January 1991 that the Georgian Supreme 

Soviet would keep a law, passed the previous month, which abolished 

Soviet army conscription in Georgia. The army ultimatum warned that 

if Georgia refused to enforce the draft, the army might do so itself. 

Georgia planned to conscript its youth into a 12,000 strong Republican 

National Guard, which was to be formed in February, and to join them 

with the 20,000 militiamen of the Interior Ministry. The primary aim 

of the guard would be to counter armed criminal gangs which had 

adopted a political fagade, but it could also defend Georgia against 

attacks by the Soviet army. The central government could not treat 

Georgia like the Baltic states because Georgians were willing and able 

to fight. There was no sizable Russian minority or old-style Communist 

Party which could be used to suggest popular support for interven¬ 

tion. There were, however, Azeri, Armenian and Jewish minorities 

whose discontents could be exploited. More important still, were 

the demands from the Abkhazians and South Ossetians for more 

autonomy. Although Georgians saw these demands as inspired by 

Moscow, it is more likely that they were part of the general tendency to 

national self-assertion throughout the Soviet Union. Hostility to the 

aspirations of these minorities was likely to lose Georgia international 

sympathy. 

Abkhazia 

The Caucasus, which has more than thirty separate languages in 

an area about the size of Britain, was the most dramatic illustration 

of the artificiality of many Soviet internal political boundaries. The 

Abkhazians had been demanding that their republic (an autonomous 
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republic within Georgia with a population of half a million) should be 

allowed to secede from Georgia and be upgraded to a full republic. 

Georgians, who formed a majority of Abkhazia’s population, fiercely 

opposed the idea, as did the Georgian Party leadership. The local Party 

leader in Abkhazia, Boris Adleyba, was sacked after backing secession. 

Both Abkhazians, represented by a group called Ayglara (Unity), and 

Georgians organized demonstrations in Abkhazia in the spring of 1989 

as well as in Tbilisi. Georgian nationalists claimed that the Abkhazian 

protest was instigated by Moscow in order to discredit Georgia’s own 

demands for greater autonomy. As elsewhere, the protests show how 

glasnost had revealed many suppressed ethnic resentments of the pre¬ 

vious seventy years, in which anger with Moscow was intermingled 

with tensions between ethnic communities. 

South Ossetia 

In January 1990 Soviet troops had to be sent to a remote region of the 

Caucasus mountains where tension rose between the Georgian and 

South Ossetian communities. The National Front of South Ossetia 

claimed that their community was besieged by Georgians, who had 

been setting up sporadic blockades since the previous November. 

Ossetians had lived in the area for centuries. North Ossetia, with 

roughly 300,000 people, was an autonomous republic in the Russian 

Federation. South Ossetia, with some 65,000 people, was an autono¬ 

mous region within Georgia. Both speak an Iranian language and have 

always been cautious about the Georgians. In the Revolution they sided 

with Russia, and the Georgians put down several uprisings between 

1917 and 1920. The South Ossetians feared that an independent 

Georgia would discriminate against them and they repeatedly called for 

Soviet intervention. Conflict continued between Georgians and South 

Ossetians especially after the Ossetians, in September 1990, pro¬ 

claimed themselves a separate republic. The Georgian Supreme Soviet, 

in reply, declared the new republic illegal and abolished the Soviet- 

created autonomous region of South Ossetia. In addition Georgia 

announced a state of emergency and imposed a curfew. 

Gorbachev pronounced these Georgian rulings illegal and ordered 

their rescinding. He proposed that the Georgian militia should with¬ 

draw from the area. Soviet troops would then go in to restore order and 

the autonomous region would be re-established. The Georgian govern¬ 

ment ignored this. Its Interior Minister claimed that the South 

Ossetians were getting their weapons from the Soviet army. Moscow 

then sent in troops anyway. The serious violence started with these 

decisions, with both sides believing that Moscow was using the conflict 

to pressure Georgia into signing the proposed Union Treaty. In March 
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1991 Yeltsin and Gamsakhurdia, on behalf of the Russian Federation 

and Georgia, agreed to form a joint police unit to attempt to calm the 

area. President Gamsakhurdia also offered to negotiate with the leaders 

of South Ossetia, apparently in an attempt to stave off the imposition 

of a state of emergency. The Georgians started a rail strike, blocking 

the ports of Batumi and Poti, in protest at Soviet troop activity in South 

Ossetia. Tension and sporadic fighting continued. 

The Independence Referendum 

On 31 March Georgians voted on the question: Do you agree that 

Georgia’s state independence should be restored on the basis of the act 

of independence of 26 May 1921? Ninety-two per cent of the republic’s 

electorate took part, with 99 per cent of those voting ‘yes’. However, 

this vote has to be interpreted in the light of Gamsakhurdia’s statement 

that only those districts which voted for independence would be en¬ 

titled to Georgian citizenship which, in turn, would be the prerequisite 

for the ownership of land. In April the Georgian Supreme Soviet 

elected Gamsakhurdia as its first executive President, and he was given 

temporary emergency powers to rule by decree until the elections in 

May. He soon decreed a campaign of ‘national and civil disobedience’ 

against Soviet interests in the republic, in support of its demands for 

full independence. At the elections opponents of Gamsakhurdia ac¬ 

cused him of authoritarian tendencies, but a coalition of parties in 

favour of independence led by him won power with 87 per cent of the 

vote. The Communist Party came nowhere. Voting did not take place 

in South Ossetia. Many, particularly in the ethnic minorities, remained 

uneasy at what they saw as Gamsakhurdia’s increasing authoritarian¬ 

ism. However, the government had said that all those who had roots in 

Georgia firom before 1921 would definitely receive citizenship in an 

independent Georgia. The opposition candidate in the presidential 

election. Valerian Adadze, thought that Gamsakhurdia’s provocative 

activities would bring Soviet intervention rather than independence. 

Both government and opposition still agreed that the demands in 

South Ossetia and Abkhazia to join the Russian Federation was the 

work of Moscow, aiming to undermine the independence movement. 

The Effect of the Attempted Coup 

The growing crisis in Georgia over the ethnic minorities and opposition 

to Gamsakhurdia’s authoritarian style of government was coming to a 

head as the coup occurred. His first public reaction to the coup was to 

appeal for calm and to say that he was uninterested in it since it was 
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taking place in ‘another country’. Subsequently, there were demonstra¬ 

tions against the Communist Party and Gamsakhurdia demanded 

its banning and the confiscation of its property. The South Ossetians 

and the Abkhazians supported the coup because they believed it 

would prevent the breakup of the Soviet Union. There is evidence 

that Gamsakhurdia tried to turn the coup to his advantage, and at 

first gave it his support. The day before the coup the Georgian 

Prime Minister and other ministers resigned or were dismissed by 

the President. The sacked Prime Minister, Tengiz Sigua, joined the 

opposition. Gamsakhurdia talked of a plot against the Georgian 

government instigated by Shevardnadze, the former Soviet Foreign 

Minister. Coup decrees were published in Georgian newspapers and a 

major crisis occurred when he agreed to the Soviet army’s demand to 

disband the National Guard and transform it into police units. It was 

soon recreated but it remained split as a large number (including the 

leader, Tengiz Kitovani), refused to resume loyalty to Gamsakhurdia. 

The republic was far more preoccupied with its own crisis than the 

coup. Demonstrations continued as the government banned many 

exports and clamped down on the press. The demonstrators were 

demanding the resignation of the President and the government, as 

well as new elections. Gamsakhurdia accused opponents of being 

traitors and was prone to see conspiracies everywhere. He arrested 

political opponents and censored the media. The human rights move¬ 

ment was by now among his most vociferous opponents. Many demon¬ 

strations occurred throughout September, sometimes with violence. 

The former national guards allied themselves with the supporters of 

former Prime Minister, Tengiz Sigua, and former Foreign Minister, 
Georgii Khoshtaria. 

The Overthrow of President Gamsakhurdia 

Eventually thirty opposition groups united in a campaign to oust 

Gamsakhurdia. They wanted the abolition of the presidency, new 

elections, the return of the 1921 Constitution and a coalition govern¬ 

ment. Civil war seemed a real possibility. A session of parliament, 

called early, suggested that, although Gamsakhurdia was backed by 

the majority, this support might be slipping away. Large crowds in the 

streets were still in favour of him, however. After the occupation of the 

television centre by the opposition and the blocking of roads into 

the capital, Gamsakhurdia had talks with opposition leaders, mediated 

by the Patriarch of the Georgian Orthodox Church. He was pressed to 

agree to an emergency televised session of parliament to discuss a new 

electoral law. But two days later Gamsakhurdia declared a state of 

emergency and called on Georgians to come to Tbilisi and help ‘liqui- 
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date this nest of bandits’. He also set up a National Security Council, 

directed by him, to control the armed forces, settle ethnic conflict, and 

enforce law and order. Splits appeared among the opposition. A tense 

stand-off ensued, punctuated by fighting and terrorist attacks. 

By the middle of December fighting had broken out in Tbilisi and 

Gamsakhurdia had taken refuge in the parliament building, which was 

besieged by his opponents. The opposition consisted of four paramili¬ 

tary groups, that of the former Prime Minister Tengiz Sigua, the rebel 

national guard led by Tengiz Kitovani, the Mhedrioni Society, led by 

Jaba losseliani and the militiamen of Meab Kostava. An extended and 

violent siege followed during which Georgii Chanturia, leader of the 

National Democratic Party, imprisoned by Gamsakhurdia, was freed. 

The rebels gradually got the upper hand, in spite of demonstrations in 

favour of Gamsakhurdia, in one of which firing took place and some 

demonstrators were killed. They formed a Military Council, which was 

designed to replace Gamsakhurdia’s government. Notably, the sup¬ 

porters of Gamsakhurdia, thought to exist in large numbers elsewhere 

in Georgia, did not come to the capital to support him. Gamsakhurdia 

fled Tbilisi on 6 January 1992. He eventually went into hiding in 

western Georgia, but attempts to organize armed resistance on his 

behalf failed. The Military Council steadily established its control over 

western Georgia where Gamsakhurdia’s support had hitherto been 

strong. It was far better equipped militarily than Gamsakhurdia’s sup¬ 

porters, but it remained to be seen whether a firmly based civilian 

government could be established in the near future. Georgia’s ability to 

operate as an independent state depended on being able to solve the 

ethnic minorities question. Until this happened the economic situation 

remained in crisis. Like other republics its economy had been closely 

integrated into the Soviet system. The Commonwealth of Independent 

States was not willing for Georgia to become a member while uncer¬ 

tainty and tension prevailed. Neither were other states willing to grant 
diplomatic recognition. 
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Epilogue: 

The Future 

The Commonwealth of Independent States 

A summit of the new Commonwealth took place in Minsk at the end 

of 1991. It reached a compromise on the issue of the military command 

of conventional forces. While there would be unified command, 

Ukraine, Azerbaijan and Armenia’s insistence on forming their own 

forces was also accepted. There were concessions by Russia and 

Ukraine over control of the Black Sea Fleet. The armed forces were a 

major problem, as they had become the only remaining significant 

Union body still existing. Former Soviet troops remained in place in all 

the republics. The army, in particular, was at this time very demoral¬ 

ized and discontented. They were wimessing the disappearance of the 

Union they existed to defend, Soviet troops were being withdrawn 

from Eastern Europe and it was no longer clear who was in command 

of them. Military personnel would be able to transfer their loyalties to 

their own republics, and even Russians might be prepared to serve in a 

republic where they had lived for some time and had their homes. 

There was some talk of a possible military coup but it was hard to see 

how this could be sustained in the face of the new independence of the 

republics, and the hostility which would be engendered in them. 

Other agreements were signed on external borders, former Soviet 

property abroad and co-operation in disasters. They agreed on setting 

up institutions to manage the new Commonwealth, but Kravchuk of 

Ukraine, in particular, made it clear that Ukraine did ‘not intend to 

form any Commonwealth structures to speak on [Ukraine’s] behalf on 

the international stage’ (Rettie, 1991c). He added that Ukraine wanted 

to be an equal partner in Europe. Clearly there were major disagree¬ 

ments, particularly between Russia and Ukraine, over economic and 

financial policy. Economic questions included the ownership of re¬ 

sources, especially energy supplies. Western Europe depended on the 

former Soviet Union for almost half its natural gas, and Eastern Eu¬ 

rope’s dependence was infinitely greater. The validity of bilateral 
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financial and trade agreements with former Soviet ministries was now 

in question. The future of the Soviet Union’s $60 billion foreign debt 

was of major concern. It was likely that the republics would seek to 

establish their own currencies, which would foment trade disputes. 

Russians losing their jobs in loss-making industries in other republics 

would be a source of unrest. Other problems involved diplomatic 

representation, including Soviet representation at the United Nations 

and its permanent seat (and right of veto) on the Security Council. In 

the event, Russia took over the seat and the United States, NATO and 

the European Community states moved swiftly to give diplomatic 

recognition to most of the Commonwealth republics. 

The Question of Nuclear Weapons 

Among other arrangements included in the new Commonwealth, was 

a single, united command over nuclear weapons deployed in the three 

Slavic republics and Kazakhstan. It was made clear that the means 

would be found for the presidents of these republics to have a veto over 

the use of nuclear weapons. The United States and other western 

powers had continued to hope until the last minute that some centre 

would be preserved, and that Gorbachev - whom they knew and 

trusted - would have a role, especially in control of nuclear weapons. 

The unfeasibility of this led to considerable anxiety which the declar¬ 

ations of the new Commonwealth by no means entirely allayed. After 

James Baker, the United States Secretary of State, had visited Moscow 

in December, confusion still seemed to reign over the fate of nuclear 

weapons. Baker seems to have thought that the Russian Federation 

would remain the only nuclear power in the region with the other 

nuclear republics renouncing nuclear weapons. But the Presidents of 

Ukraine and Kazakhstan made it clear that their republics would retain 

nuclear weapons for the time being, at least. Baker remained convinced 

that Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan did, in principle, want to be¬ 
come non-nuclear states. 

The West expected the successor states to take on the obligations 

of the 1989 Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty, the 1972 Anti-ballistic 

Missiles Treaty and the Test Ban treaties. The 1990 Conventional 

Forces in Europe Treaty had not yet been ratified. Lithuania had 

already refused to ratify it because it believed it would ‘legalize the 

presence of Soviet forces’ in the republic. Other republics, such as 

Ukraine, were thought likely to want renegotiation because the treaty 

was based on force reductions from Soviet military districts which 

did not coincide with the borders of the new republics. The START 

treaty on the reduction of strategic nuclear arsenals was also awaiting 
ratification. 
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Political Problems in the Russian Federation 

In spite of the positive intentions of the new Commonwealth, the 

political mechanisms for co-ordinating policy did not yet exist and, 

even more important, there was no effective decision-making in the 

Russian Federation which, in the face of the need for drastic economic 

reforms, needed strong, government. The Russian Minister of Justice 

said, ‘The present central administrative structure cannot, in principle, 

function. There is a total paralysis of Russia’s state structures’ (Nove, 

1991). 

Yeltsin’s Deputy President, Alexander Rutskoi, also made a strong 

attack on the Russian government. He said, ‘There is no governing 

power and no democracy in Russia.’ The Russian ‘White House’ had 

become a ‘hotbed of intrigue. Nobody knows where we are going and 

what our ultimate goal is meant to be’ (Steele, 1991b). There was 

already concern over the legal validity of Yeltsin’s decrees, which added 

to the problems of entrenching legality. An example was his decision to 

merge the former regular police force with the KGB intelligence agency 

into a new Russian Ministry of Security and the Interior. The head of 

the Russian Supreme Court judged it ‘necessary to suspend’ the de¬ 

cree. The Russian media said that the new ministry bore an uncomfort¬ 

able resemblance to Stalin’s NKVD, his main vehicle of repression. 

There were thought to be too many academics in the Russian govern¬ 

ment and too few with real political experience who were at the same 

time committed to democracy and the market economy. All this related 

to the implication, made throughout his career, that Yeltsin was in¬ 

capable of exercising power responsibly. Certainly his previous 

popularity would be greatly tested, now that he was in charge and no 

longer the anti-establishment hero, able to blame Communist enemies 

for criticisms of him. 

Why Did the Soviet Union Collapse? 

Signs of , decline and decay were evident before Gorbachev came to 

power. He himself has admitted that he realized the need for change, 

although not the type and scale. Ordinary people were of course aware 

of the huge gap between propaganda and reality. Glasnost made avail¬ 

able for the first time irrefutable data showing the oppressiveness, lying 

and duplicity of the Soviet regime as well as its failure to be the happy, 

efficient well-run society it claimed to be. This knowledge finally 

undermined its already weakening legitimacy. Gorbachev released 

reforming energy which, in the end, he could not control. His clear 

intention was drastically to reform, but retain the essential features of. 
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the old regime, especially the central role of the Communist Party. Not 

only did he meet strong opposition from vested interests, but he un¬ 

leashed political momentum from a source long acquiescent in the 

Soviet Union - the grass roots. This included the centrifugal force of 

nationalism which perhaps could have been contained except that the 

inability of the centre to effect significant reform encouraged the 

nationalities to feel that they could hardly do worse by going it alone 

and that at least they would be responsible for their own mistakes and 

costs instead of having to pay for the decisions of the centre. 

Hosking (1989) drew attention to the theory of Alexander Yanov, 

that Russian history shows a cycle of reform imposed from above, 

followed by a reaction and attempts at more rational reforms leading to 

stagnation and corruption until the cycle began again. But the Soviet 

Union of the 1980s and 1990s was a very different place from that 

before the 1960s. The population was urbanized, better educated and 

more aware of conditions in the West. The government had renounced 

the use of force to sustain its rule in order to bolster its claim to be a 

modem, industrialized, sophisticated society. International opinion 

would not tolerate such use of force, and the Soviet Union was depend¬ 

ent on trade and aid from the West. Hence, if persuasion was insuffi¬ 

cient, the Soviet Union could not survive. In reform ambitious 

politicians came to see opportunities for advancement, opportunities 

hitherto unavailable to non-Communists, while reform was also now 

necessary for the political survival of Communist leaders. Perhaps one 

of the most significant outcomes of the collapse of the Soviet Union 

was how many of the ‘new’ leaders were ex-Communists. Some, like 

Yeltsin, had definitively renounced Communism. Others, like those in 

Central Asia, had made relatively little adjustment except to change the 

name of the Party and to climb on the nationalist bandwagon. In many 

republics, including the Russian Federation and Ukraine, ex-Commu¬ 

nists were still numerous in many political and administrative posts, 

while they were also endeavouring to get a large stake in the potentially 

very profitable private enterprise system being established. 

Gorbachev 

Gorbachev had effectively ensured that the August coup would not 

succeed by refusing to sign the state of emergency decree, as the coup 

leaders had expected him to do. But his failure to grasp the significance 

of what had happened - epitomized by his attempt to argue that the 

Communist Party still had a role - meant that he could not halt the 

steady draining away of his authority. Although he made many mis¬ 

takes - such as appointing the wrong people to important posts and 

apparently vacillating between support for conservatives and radicals - 
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he stood firm on two vital points. These were that he would not use 

force or cynically appeal to extreme Russian nationalist feelings to hold 

the Union together. It eventually became clear that, without (and 

probably even with) the use of force, the Union could not hold. 

His very considerable achievements at home and abroad could not 

conceal the impression that he was essentially trying to reform the old 

order - however drastically - when the increasingly perceived need 

among opinion leaders and leading politicians was to replace that 

order. It was this leap that he could not take. Unlike the leaders of the 

republics, he had not been elected by the people, and the referendum 

supporting the Union in the spring of 1991, by which he set much 

store, was too loaded to be reliable. In any case, it had been superseded 

by changes in public opinion since it was held, as the vote for independ¬ 

ence in Ukraine showed. Hence he steadily alienated all sections of 

society: conservatives for his reforms, radicals for refusing to ally him¬ 

self imequivocally with them and his insistence that the CPSU could 

be reformed, nationalists for his failure to comprehend the deep yearn¬ 

ing for independence from Moscow, and economists for his failure 

firmly to grasp the necessity for rapidly implementing drastic changes. 

The Future of the Commonwealth of Independent States 

Ironically it was President Nazarbaev of Kazakhstan, a friend of 

Gorbachev’s and a supporter of a Union confederation, who planted 

the idea which ultimately led to the Minsk Declaration. In the spring of 

1991 he had suggested that all fifteen republics should meet in Alma- 

Ata without Gorbachev and work out a new form of co-operation. The 

idea of an agreement without the participation of the centre was re¬ 

ceived coolly at first, and seen as a politically self-interested move by 

Nazarbaev; but it soon seemed increasingly attractive. There was a 

strong desire among Russians to destroy the old Union but the suspi¬ 

cions of the other republics, fuelled by statements from Yeltsin about 

renegotiating borders, prevented the Russian Federation simply taking 

over the functions of the old Union. Ukraine, resentful over its per¬ 

ceived inferior position vis-d-vis the federation, became increasingly 

attracted to breaking from the centre. For Kravchuk of Ukraine the 

European Community was a model to follow, but the new Common¬ 

wealth was as yet much less than that. There was no Commonwealth 

president or parliament. Agreements were apparently to be reached in 

meetings of the republic presidents. Some felt that co-ordinating bod¬ 

ies must be created. Already Yeltsin’s decree abolishing the Soviet 

Foreign Ministry had provided for a four-week period in which the 

Commonwealth would create a ‘co-ordinating and consultative mecha¬ 

nism to conduct foreign policy’. But the Ukrainian parliament issued a 
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statement which, among other things, said, ‘co-ordinating institutions 

within the framework of the Commonwealth cannot have governing 

functions. Their decisions are recommendations’ (Hearst, Dyczok and 

Simmons, 1991), 
Nevertheless, at the Alma-Ata conference on 21-2 December it 

was agreed to set up a committee to manage the Commonwealth’s 

external frontiers and to work out an accord sharing former Soviet 

property and assets. Each member state would make financial contri¬ 

butions to joint projects. Failure to pay would mean non-involvement 

in, or the freezing of, the project. The Russian Federation made efforts 

to allay fears of Russian dominance; it held meetings outside Moscow 

and sought the agreement of all republics to such issues as control of 

the nuclear button and the transfer of the United Nations Security 

Council seat firom the Soviet Union to the Russian Federation. This 

may not have been sufficient, but it probably helped in the early stages 

of the republics’ adjustment to the breakup of the Union, and their 

reassessment of their relationships with other areas and neighbouring 

states. The suspicion and hostility to the centre was such that the 

Commonwealth could only survive by tolerating diversity. 

In the end the new Commonwealth would be judged on how 

effectively it contributed to the successful transition to a market 

economy as well as the extension and preservation of democracy. 

Clearly all there was in the early days were declarations of intent. 

Months or years of negotiation lay ahead; one only has to cite the 

intense negotiations often necessary in the European Community to 

realize the magnitude of the problem. The Ukrainian and Belarusian 

parliaments soon expressed fears of Russian domination of the CIS. It 

might well have been that, after economic and military reforms had 

been attained, the republics would see no further need for the Com¬ 

monwealth. On the other hand, by then it might have acquired a 
purpose and momentum of its own. 

For two centuries the question of how to create an effective and 

permanent democracy had dominated political thought. In the struggle 

between those who believe in society as a naturally evolving organism 

whose strength lies in tradition and firm authority, and those who are 

convinced that a truly democratic society can and must be rationally 

planned, the Soviet experience stands out as a spectacular manifesta¬ 

tion of the latter and an equally spectacular failure. Whether that 

failure was the result of wrong analysis, intentions and policies or 

whether it is inherent in such experiments is a question which will 

continue to be heatedly argued over. Eclipsed for the present by the 

Soviet Union’s collapse, the ideal of a planned human society maximiz¬ 

ing human potential may not have entirely lost its appeal and, if it is 

ever to be resurrected in a new form, that form will surely be much 
modified by the Soviet experience. 
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Membership of the three arms of the pre-Gorbachev Soviet govern¬ 
ment was not exclusive. Gorbachev (like some of his predecessors) was 
Chairman of the Praesidium of the Supreme Soviet (i.e. head of state) 
and virtually all ministers and high officials in the government were 
members of the Party (perhaps holding a Party post) and also deputies 
in the Supreme Soviet. People such as top civil servants and military 
officers were not disqualified from being elected to soviets. 
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The Governmental Structure, from early 
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Appendix D 

The Union of Sovereign States 

Provisional Governmental Structure from 5 September 1991 to December 

1991 
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The Soviet Era gives a succinct, refreshing overview of the Soviet 
Union from the Bolshevik revolution in 1917 to its disintegration in 
1991. After a prologue recounting the attempted coup d'etat of 
August 1991 and the events which followed, it looks at the 
development and decline of the Soviet Union, with the perspective 
of hindsight provided by the opening up of public analysis and 
discussion during Gorbachev's period of glasnosf and perestroika. 

Thus the years from 1917 to 1 985 are discussed primarily in the 
light of their significance for glasnost, perestroika and the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. There are three chapters covering the time of 
revolution and civil war, Stalin's rule, and the problems and 
achievements of the post-Stalin period. An extended survey of the 
Gorbachev years follows, with two chapters on political 
developments, and one each on the Communist Party and the new 
phenomenon of political activity arising from the grass-roots. A third 
section discusses the vital policy areas of the economy, foreign 
affairs and defence. 

The last, extended, section of the book traces the effects of Soviet 
rule and its distintegration on the major nationalities of the Baltic 
states. Central Asia and the Caucasus. An epilogue summarizes the 
attempts to organize independent republics, and their association in 
the Commonwealth of Independent States. Overall the book 
provides an accessible, clear, readable survey of the history of the 
Soviet Union, suitable for students as well as the general reader. 
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